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Abstract 
We know from the second sentence of Moby-Dick that 
Ishma~l is viewing the events he relates from some 
distance in time. The resulting temporal perspective 
suggests that the book recounts events thc)t were somehow 
formative of the narrator's present self, that the young 
Ishmael learned certain important things about life and 
the world as a result of Ahab's hunt for the white 
whale. At the same time, it is clear that the present 
novel is only another of a series of undertakings in 
which the author tries to understand the ''ungraspable 
phantom of life." The most significant port of his 
"education" consists in his growing awareness of the 
sheer incomprehensibility of the powers at work in the 
universe. 
Whales form the subject of Ishmael's search for 
knowledge. His voyage aboard the Pequod is motivated 
partly by his restless melancholy and partly by a 
curiosity about the world's largest creature. By turning 
away from man and studying the whale, Ishmael, with his 
1 
typical naive idealist-transcendentalist preconceptions, 
expects to discover the secrets of the seen _and unseen 
. 
universe. 
Learn from whales Ishmael certainly does, but no 
less does he learn from people. Queequeg, whose cannibal 
background and grotesque appearance at first frighten 
Ishmael, offers Ishmael friendship, and in so doing 
helps Ishmael come to terms with his half-hidden 
awareness of the horror of the world. Ahab, whose 
transcendentalism matches Ishmael's, also knows 
something of the world's horror, but prefers to deal 
with it by hunting it down and conquoring it. Yet, as 
Ishmael learns, such a hunt is self-destructive, since 
man himself is part of the horror. He differs from Ahau 
in that, far from having his leg chewed off by a whale, 
some benevolent agency that operates through whales 
actually saves his life on a number of occasions. So 
much of the world is beyond man's comprehension and 
control that in the end Ishmael, like his friend 
Bulkington before him, decides that truth is the subject 
of a lifetime of searching and whaling. 
2 
INTRODUCTION 
Readers of Moby-Dick have often been a little 
befuddled by Ishmael. In the past thirty years or so 
critical interest has rescued the somev1hdt shadowy, 
reticent narrator from the status of mere narrative 
"device" and granted him an importance in the novel at 
least equal to that of Ahab. The Pequod's voyage 1s very 
much Ishmael's voyage, and his peculiar narrative 
perspective suggests that the book tell'.:-; ot an 
experience important in his development. Ishmael's 
"education" -- his growth in the intellectual, moral and 
philosophical senses -- has been the focus o~ much 
recent interest, but these investigations are often 
hampered by at least two problems. First is the 
difficulty in establishing a distinctly "Ishrnaelean" 
point of view. As character, Ishmael disappears for long 
,1.' 
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stretches, and the reader is often hard-put to prove 
that his voice as narrator hasn't also been displaced by 
some other, omniscient narrative voice. Then too there 
is the question of exactly what Ishmael has learned. In 
saying that Ishmael has achieved this or that moral, 
intellectual or philosophical perspective as the result 
of his experiences, critics imply that he has reached 
some kind of reasoned understanding. This implication 1s 
especially troubling in view of the fact that there 1s 
scarcely any reasoned philosophy that is not seriously 
undermined or at least challenged in the book. Ishmael's 
"education," insofar as he can be seen to have one, 
would rather seem to consist of a dawning awareness of 
the th i n gs he does n ' t __ u n de rs ta n d , o f the i r r a t i on a 1 
nature of the cosmos he inhabits and of m~n's 
all-too-human limitations in understandinCJ it. 
I use the term "education" rather than the more 
conventional "initiation," because Ishmael makes it 
clear from the beginning that he is deliberately setting 
out on a quest for knowledge. While his voyage can 
certainly be said to be a voyage of initiation, his own 
view of the voyage as "education" emphasizes the 
consciousness of his motives and implies that Ishmael 
begins his whaling voyage with a certain faith in the 
ultimate knowability of the universe. In Chapter 1 he 
- ' .~ _., '' 
t, ,'• 
talks about why he went to sea: "Chief among these 
motives was the overwhelming idea of the great whale 
himself. Such a portentous and mysterious monster roused 
all my curiosity" (Melville, 16). Learn about the whale 
he certainly does, and the results of this quest are 
bountifully set forth 1n the chapters on cetology and 
the practical aspects of whaling. Yet who can seriously 
maintain that such "academic" knowledge is the extent 
and scope of his curiosity? Ishmael is above all a 
seeker on the moral, intellectual and spiritual planes, 
of the kind of knowledge that comes through experience. 
Michael Gilmore is certainly correct when h0 asserts 
that "throughout Mqby-Dick, Melville dwcl 1~; on the 
connection between whaling and the pursuit of 
knowledge," to the extent, finally, that "it become~; 
possible to substitute 'epistemological' for 
'cetological.' . Ishmael himself invites this 
reading when he states elsewhere that the study of 
leviathan involves 'the whole circle of the sciences' 
and embraces 'the whole universe, not excluding its 
suburbs'" (Gilmore, 2-3). Ishmael only returns to a 
bookish life after his adventure aboard the Pequod, and 
even then his bookish pursuits become just one aspect of 
a much wider search for knowledge. 
Ishmael's quest is an ambitious one indeed, and 
5 
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would be so even if the universe and its suburbs are 
susceptible of reasoned and sytematic study. We need to 
resist the temptation to conclude that because Ishmael 
sets out with certain questions in mind that he 
necessarily answers them. For one thing, although he may 
know what he wants to learn, he is hardly systematic in 
the way he goes about learning it. Rarely do we see 
anything that might be called curriculum or educational 
strategy. His method is improvisatory, one might even 
say haphazard: he makes the most out of whatever happens 
to fall to him. His friendship with Queequeg is a good 
example: the thematic and psychological repercussions of 
this event reverberate throughout the novel, yet they 
a 1 1 beg i n by me re ch a n c e , w h c n 1 ~-~ h ma e 1 c n d ~; u p sh c1 r i n q 
the ca n n i b a 1 ' s bed be ca u s e the r c 1 ~-; no room t o r h i m 
elsewhere. Similarly, the fateful choice o! the) }>cquoci 
as the vessel of his education is made by Chd.ncc (in the, 
guise of Yojo). These crucial events are typical of 
Ishmael in his willingness to let accident breed 
experience. 
Then too, we must not overlook the pervasive and 
crucial distinction between Ishmael's older and younger 
selves. We know from a close reading of the book that 
Ishmael's quest does not end with the sinking of the 
Pequod, but continues in libraries and aboard other 
6 
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whalers, even into the process of the composition of the 
book before us. Ishmael's search continues; the answers 
he seeks are elusive; the whale is not what Ishmael 
thought it would be. "Dissect him how I may, then," he 
concludes, "I but go skin deep; I know him not, and 
never will" (Melville, 318). The kind of knowledge that 
comes by dissection, or by the kind of taxonomy he 
parodies in Chapter 32, can take him only so far. The 
mysteries of the whale (of the universe, of man) go 
quite beyond his comprehension, and he must spend a 
1 i f et i m c so rt i n g them out . H i s sea r ch 1 s no t 2~ o much 
knowledge 1n the ordinary sense as it 1s d search for 
another order of being. The "ungrc1spable phantom of 
life'' remains the underlying object of the quest, but 
Ishmael knows that one can only find it by pushing 
''beyond,'' by transcending one's ordinary, Zill-too-human 
limitations. This I think is what's at the bottom of the 
'' educ a t i on a 1 '' process I sh ma e l u n de r go e s . l { i ~~; voyage 
begins as a quest to transcend himself, to break out of 
a psychological malaise, a "damp, dreary November of my 
soul" that is afflicting him. But, as a recognition of 
the older Ishmael-as-narrator reveals, Emersonian 
transcendence, or even mere depressive escapism, eludes 
him. Far from affording him renewed spirituality, the 
hunt for the white whale undermines Ishmael's 
7 
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preconceptions about the rational orderliness of the 
. 
universe. 
But Ishmael's "education in the irrational" 1s very 
much a double-edged affair. If Ishmael must unlearn his 
all-too-human prejudices about the order of the 
universe, he also gains a kind of crazy insight into the 
unexplored byways of the human soul. "Irrational" must 
be understood in its positive sense as well, as an 
existing, though perhaps not decipherable, aspect of 
experience. The fact that Ishmael befriend~; the first 
"horror" he meets, Queequeg, suqgests thc1t, even at th i ~; 
early stage, the transcendence hci seeks hd~: more to do 
with the darker recesses of his own nature than with 
Emersonian optimism. Man too is a creature of nature. 
Like the whale, his true dimensions may be unfathomable, 
but he inhabits the same cosmos and partakes of the same 
visible and invisible powers as the leviathan. From hi~; 
friendship with Queequeg, Ishmael is able to proceed to 
other human encounters which reveal to him certain 
aspects of the irrational cosmos he inhabits. Neither 
the whale nor man is the coherent, intelligible or 
articulately motivated creature Ishmael thinks he 1s, 
but rather the focal point where forces known and 
unknown, understandable and inscrutable, coincide. 
8 
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My view of Moby-Dick as the study of Ishmael's 
developing consciousness is certainly not unique, but 
part of a long and continuing line of critical 
investigation. One might in fact measure the progress of 
Moby-Dick criticism in the past forty or so years by 
noting the changing assessments of Ishmael. Nowhere is 
Melville's knack of upsetting his reader's 
preconceptions and pat formulations more evident than in 
the striking transformations his narrator has undergone 
in the eyes of his commentators. In the early 1950's we 
find scholars as eminent as Leon Howard and George R. 
Stewart calling Ishmael a mere narrative "device," or dt 
best "a spokesman of the al 1-knowing author·" (Stewart, 
439). Today, as in the most recent Columbia Literary 
History of the United States, we find that "even without 
Ahab, Moby-Dick would rival Walden and Leaves of Grass 
in the mid-nineteenth-century American literature of 
spiritual exploration" (Milder, 434). 
The responses at either end of the spectrum can be 
traced in large part to the problem of the novel's 
"formal discontinuities": doesn't the first-person 
viewpoint recede as the novel progresses and all but 
disappear in the latter half? Aren't there a number of 
scenes, conversations, even dramatic soliloquies that 
Ishmael could not possibly have witnessed? The 
9 
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boundaries are not always clearly drawn: even in the 
non-dramatic chapters, it is not always absolutely clear 
whether it is Ishmael's or some other authorial voice we 
are hearing. In Chapter 45, for instance, the author, 
who identifies himself as "the writer hereof" (179), 
admits to being the nephew of one Captain D'Wolf (180). 
If "the writer hereof" thus destroys the narrative 
distance between fact and fiction -- that 1s, if Ishmael 
steps out of his purely fictional role 1n the book by 
claiming an actual person as kin -- he identifies 
himself as an actual person, probably Melville. Critics 
of the Howard-Stewart school take such seeming 
discontinuities as signs of Melville's somewhat slapdash 
approach to composition. "The narrator Ishmael "writes 
' 
Howard, "has been so completely replaced by the 
omniscient author that an Epilogue is required to 
explain his survival" (166). Stewart's view is shared by 
Howard and John Parke: Melville downgraded his hero to 
mere "device" in the transition f~om the original 
"Ur-Moby-Dick" to the reconceptualized version that was 
finally published. This school of commentators 1s 
curiously non-argumentative: they all treat Ishmael's 
status as "device" as a matter of plain fact needing no 
defence. Their conclusions are that the book's point of 
view is essentially monolithic: the author is Melville, 
10 
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or Ishmael-Melville; the two names are often used 
interchangeably, as if Ishmael's sentiments were simple 
reflections of Melville's. This amounts to significant 
interpretational anomalies. If "crazy Ahab" ( 17 4) 1s an 
intrusion by Ishmael/Melville, it carries the weight of 
fact; if this is only Ishmael speaking, the question of 
reliability arises: is he right? A monolithic reading 
would indicate the former option, not without 
justification, but 1n so doing would miss something of 
the passage's ambiguity. 
With a second group of critics we enter somewhat 
deeper theoretical waters. These critics maint~in that 
the point of view bifurcates: we have Ishmael's limited 
viewpoint that is offset by a controlling, omniscient 
intelligence. Ishmael's voice becomes only one of a 
number of narrational "devices" Melville uses. Granville 
H i c ks , f o r i n st a n c e , note s th a t i n Ch a pt e r 4 4 , Me l v i 1 l C' 
"establishes once and for all (his) riqht to break 
through the limitations of first person narrative 
whenever that seems necessary to enter directly into 
the mind of Ahab or any other character" (57). Richard 
Sewall too sees a distinction between the young 
greenhorn narrator and Melville the tragic dramatist. 
"(Ishmael) ceases to be a fictional narrator with an 
autonomous spiritual development, and merges into 
, 1 
Melville the omniscient novelist, commenting and 
discoursing without regard for Ishmael's fictional 
status or his personal point of view, and taking us 
. where within the personalities of other characters . 
Ishmael as observer could not penetrate" (689). 
Ishmael's job as "normal, unpossessed humanity" 1s to 
bring us to "the edge of the vortex," the insane and 
tragically destructive world of Ahab. Once done, he 
disappears and is replaced by Melville. 
What has gradually become plain, though, 1s that, 
even if we grant Ishmael a subordinate place within a 
larger narrative structure, the temporal perspective 
announced in the second sentence of the novel suggests 
that he is something more than narrative "norm," a 
character who takes us to the center of the action and 
recedes. Aren't there in fact two Ishmaels, one who 
tells the story, and another, his younger self, a sailor 
aboard the Pequod? It may be possible to say, as Hicks 
does, that the "I" of the last paragraphs of "The 
Masthead" is Melville, who has taken over the chapter 
from the young Ishmael, but Hicks' reading 1s somewhat 
arbitrary. What is to stop us from reading the entire 
chapter as a reflection by the older Ishmael on the 
metaphysical preoccupations of his younger self, 
particularly when he has prepared us by establishing the 
12 
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retrospective point of view in Chapter 1? The point of 
view problem may be, in Robert Zoellner's term, a 
Gordian knot that must be cut rather than untangled 
• I' 
(xi), but there has for some time been a consensus 
emerging that Ishmael's then-and-now selves suggest that 
the events he relates were somehow formative, 
educational. From this, other critics, cutting the knot 
a different way, have argued that it is Ishmael's 
consciousness that "enfolds," rather than is enfolded 
by, the rest of the novel. 
Walter Bezanson was the first to introduce this 
idea of Ishmael as "enfolding sensibility" of the story. 
Bezanson postulated two Ishmael's: forecastle Ishmael, 
the young sailor of the story, and narrator Ishmael, a 
somewhat older man who tells the story of Captain Ahab's 
pursuit of Moby-Dick, and whose voice is the "essential 
sensibility in terms of which all characters and events 
of the fiction are conceived and evaluated" (Bezanson, 
657). Clauco Cambon modifies this view somewhat when he 
suggests that, far from being discontinuous, the novel's 
various breaches of traditional point of view reveal an 
underlying unity: by imaginatively reconstructing such 
episodes as Ahab's soliloquy in Chapter 37, Ishmael is 
undergoing a process of self-discovery. As a "conjuring 
narrator," Ishmael is "invisibly present through his 
13 
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narration when he ceases to be directly present in it" 
(Cambon, 523). More radical still is Paul Brodtkorb 
Jr.'s assertion that in assigning the book's 
inconsistencies to Melville, we are guilty of a 
"premature failure of sympathy" (Brodtkorb, 9). As the 
viewpoint that informs every sentence of the novel, 
Ishmael-as-narrator is "consciousness comprehending its 
own content," a process inseparable from the book's 
material and that incorporates every function of the 
remembering, discovering and recreative mind necessary 
for its purposes. "Not only (is) Ishmael 
vessel that contains the book, but also 
sense he is the book" (Brodtkorb, 4). 
. the 
. 
1n a maJor 
However one chooses to view the problem of the 
novel's "formal discontinuities," investigation reveals 
that Ishmael is more complex and more important than 
most of the novel's earlier readers realized. In at 
least one of its aspects, the novel chronicles Ishmael's 
growth. But what does he learn? Critical investigation 
in this matter too has been abundant, and it has become 
more or less traditional to see him as an important 
though modestly indirect foil to the titanic Ahab. 
Zoellner, for instance, pits Ahab's monism against 
Ishmael's increasingly dualistic sense of the universe. 
Ishmael learns to love, rather than hate, Leviathan by 
/ 
.; 
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de-mythologizing, de-transcendentalizing him. Merlin 
Bowen sees Ishmael's philosophical acceptance of 
necessity as a maturation of his earlier resentment and 
rebellion against his fellow man. C. Hugh Holman writes 
that Ishmael works through his problem, "reconciliation 
to the nature of his world," to attain, finally, "the 
wisdom of Job, as bodied forth in Leviathan and in 
Moby-Dick. . He alone of those on the Pequod has 
faced with the courage of humility the facts of the 
universe; he alone has learned to know woe 1;;ithout 
becoming mad" (Holman, 489-90). Accordinq to H.E. 
Watters, Ishmael is saved from the Pequod debacle 
because , u n l i k e Ah a b , th c w o u 1 d - be d c ~; t r o y C' r , o r 
Starbuck, the traditionalist, he seeks understanding. 
And Carl F. Strauch argues that I~;hmacl 's propensity 
toward psychological suicide is cured throuqh his 
acceptance of eternal recurrence materialism and an 
imaginative response to life's vaciety and mystery. 
The discussion has been goinq on now tor quite a 
number of years, grounded always in the ''two-Ishmaels'' 
theory, and in a number of other assumptions as well. 
That Ishmael, for instance, goes a-whaling because he 
seeks knowledge is a point that scarcely needs 
reiterating, and even the tiny sampling of commentary 
above shows that questions about Ishmael's moral, 
15 
spiritual and intellectual development have been of most 
interest to Moby-Dick scholars. One wonders, though, at 
the critical tendency to attribute to Ishmael a 
new-found moral grounding in a view of the universe that 
is nowhere evident in the book. Watters' article is a 
good example: at the end he writes, "Ishmael is saved 
because he alone had learned anything from all (the 
Pequod's crew's) experiences, because he had, in effect, 
solved his problem, had triumphed over the symbolic 
white whale and the unverse" (Watters, 84-85). Saved by 
whom? By Melville, I think, is what Watters means --
Melville wants us to see that the universe applauds 
people who learn. Or consider Holman's assertion: "There 
1s no necessity that Ishmael live in the action and plot 
of the novel; there is necessity that he survive 
inherent 1n the moral order of the universe in which 
Melville puts him -- the primitive, pre-Christian 
universe of Job" (Holman, 490). Note that both of these 
critics attribute Ishmael's survival to authorial 
manipulation. Ishmael's survival has meaning; he has 
learned something. Each critic presupposes a moral order 
that Ishmael comes to terms with, and each shows 
Melville's intentions as essentially didactic. 
The "hidden meaning" syndrome is always tempting 
and difficult to escape once you've succumbed. By 
16 
imagining that Melville's intention was to place Ishmael 
within the context of a moral framework, it is indeed 
easy to trace some sort of development. Ishmael, after 
all, asks a lot of large questions regarding matters of 
truth, and his ruminations can often sound like final 
answers. The conclusion of "The Masthead" is a good 
example: the young Ishmael, fancying himself transported 
into a transcendental rapture while keping watch for 
whales, scarcely seems to realize his danger. "But while 
this sleep, this dream 1s on ye," he writes, speaking c1t 
some distance 1n time, "move your foot or hand an inch; 
slip your hold at all; and your identity comes back 1n 
horror." The mean egotism Emerson said vanishes when one 
feels the currents of the Universal Being in fact only 
seem to vanish. "Perhaps, at mid-day, in the fairest 
weather, with one half-throttled shriek you drop through 
the transparent air into the summer sea, no more to rise 
for ever." As the goal· of oneness with nature is 
approached, as the seaman seems about to overcome the 
limits of his own finite nature, he is destroyed. 
Ultimate knowldege carries with it the threat of 
annihilation. "Heed it well, ye Pantheists!" Ishmael 
concludes (140), and the warning carries with it the 
weight of accumulated wisdom that would seem to advocate 
closing the doors on Transcendentalism forever. 
17 
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Yet close those doors the book itself never quite 
does. The novel is saturated with Transcendentalism, or 
at least with the kind of symbolic apprehension of the 
natural world of which transcendentalism was an 
expression. The charge that in Moby-Dick Melville's 
outlook is flatly antitranscendental is premature: look 
beyond transcendentalism and toward realism the novel 
certainly does, but to say that the novel dismisses 
transcendentalism utterly is to simplify a more complex 
issue that lies at the heart of the Ishmael problem. 
The transcendental theme lurks behind Ahab's famous 
speech likening all visible objects to pasteboard masks; 
indeed, Ahab's quest for vengence arises out of his 
obsession with transcendent meaning. Yet surely Michael 
J. Hoffman overstates the case when he writes, "Ahab 
expresses figuratively the (antitranscendcental) ideas 
stated in Melville's letters, and it is through his 
example that Melville most effectively discredits 
Transcendentalism and Emerson" (10). Such statements 
betray a tendency to treat art as polemic and ignore the 
subtle variations Melville is capable of playing upon a 
theme which evidently intrigued him in spite of his 
objections. 
Ishmael's quest for knowledge, too, begins and 
continues with a perception of the whale as a symbol of 
18 
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something more than itself. In Chapter 99, "The 
Doubloon," Ishmael is able to reassert his faith in the 
possibility of transcendent meaning, even though his 
faith is weighted with doubt: "And some certain 
significance lurks in all things, else all things are 
little worth, and the round world itself but an empty 
cipher, except to see by the cartload, as they do hills 
about Boston, to fill up some morass in the Milky Way" 
(358). There is a subtle distance between the warning 
that ends "The Masthead" and tho doubtfu1 reassertion of 
faith here that may serve us . . 1 n rn e a ~; u r 1 n q t h c ~~ c ope .:1 n d 
quality of [shmael's "education," but in th(? context of 
a ch a r act er who v i e w s h i ms e l t th u ~; a c r o s s ~;om c d i st a n c e 
in time, any such assertion can hardly be r0garded a~ 
didactic in intent . Me 1 vi 11 e is demons tr at in q Is h mac 1 ' '.; 
moral quandaries, not issuing proclamations. 
Critics who have penetrated past the novel's 
seeming didacticism have discerned that, tar from 
postulating or operating within some kind of moral 
framework, antitranscendental or otherwise, Moby-Dick 
creates tensions between competing views of truth that 
are never resolved. This is demonstrated dramatically in 
the "Doubloon" chapter which, though prefaced with the 
profession of a tenuous faith in "meaning" quoted above, 
proceeds, through a series of monologues, to show that 
\ 
\ 
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"truth" is a function of the perceiver. Each man views 
the gold coin nailed to the Pequod's mast in his own 
way, according to his predilections. Significant the 
coin may be, but like the white whale and like the novel 
itself, the truth it may contain can only be viewed 
prismatically and incompletely. One can only see one 
side of the round world at a time. The kind of double 
view possible for the whale is impossible for the man. 
"Significance," as Charles Feidelson Jr. points out, ''is 
in the world, and the significant world is generated by 
'looking.' But the meaning suffers a fragmentation as it 
comes into being" (Feidelson, 32). Symbolism, the kind 
of significance embodied in the doubloon, implies "a 
complex of logical oppositions" (Feidelson, 33). We must 
therefore deny that Melville's novel is didactic 1n the 
sense that Ishmael "comes to realize" his situation 
within some kind of moral code, because, as R.W.B. Lewis 
points out, "Moby-Dick is an elaborate pattern of 
counter commentaries, the supreme instance of the 
diatectical novel -- a novel of tension without 
resolution" ( 146). 
Ishmael's status as what Feidelson calls "the 
voyaging mind" continues even when he is absent as a 
character within the work. He "is necessary in the book, 
despite the fact that he and Melville often merge into 
20 
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one," because, as "the delegated vision of Melville, he 
can enact the genesis of symbolic meaning, whereas 
Melville, speaking solely as an omniscient author, could 
only impute an arbitrary significance" (Feidelson, 32). 
Ishmael's "education" consists of his movement away from 
his early quasi-transcendentalist attempt to synthesize 
knowledge by putting what he learns together 1n a 
meaningful way and toward a recognition of the limits of 
the individual mind. His growth, like all real growth, 
is painful and fraught with anxiety because, as "the 
voyaging mind," he is pushing away from an unexamined 
and somewhat complacent certainty into the unknown. 
Moby-Dick is a quest: Ahab's goal wrecks him when he 
reaches it; Ishmael, somewhat wiser, learns he will 
never reach his goal. 
And yet the hunt 1s not simply an exercise in 
futility. The "irrational" is not simply a lack, a 
vacancy. It is the "other side" of the round world 
forever antithetical, forever unknowable -- which can 
nevertheless be glimpsed indirectly, by knowing this 
strange, unfathomable truth as it lives in other people. 
The process of knowing involves knowing others and thus 
involves a degree of participation. In his quest for 
knowledge and his willingness to be friendly with 
horrors, Ishmael engages in psychic communion with 
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Queequeg, with Ahab, and with Bulkington. Each of these 
characters "knows" the world in a different way than 
Ishmael. His "communion" with them begins on the level 
of acquaintance, sometimes friendship, and consists of 
the kind of knowledge that passes between people who 
talk to each other and spend time in each other's 
company. Yet each character embodies the "other" 
dimension: each is moved by somethihng beyond his own 
comprehension. Ishmael's talent, the source of his 
"education," is to identify himself with the other, to 
become involved imaginatively and also in a way that 
goes beyond what we call imagination, that comes closer 
to psychic identification. The process involves at once 
a dissolution of identity, a loosening of the boundaries 
that define "Ishmael" as a person, and an expansion of 
awareness -- in fact, his knowing of others in the way I 
will describe brings with it a transcendence, but not of 
the Emersonian kind. Ishmael's "education" consists 1n 
an exploration of the irrational dimension of the 
specifically human universe in which he lives. 
In the chapters that follow I will sketch out some 
of the crucial events in Ishmael's "education" events I 
which are always somehow linked with the peculiar 
psychic makeup of other people. Queequeg, Ahab and 
Bulkington are all, for reasons that don't always make 
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rational "sense," engaged in the business of hunting 
whales. Their relationsh~ps to their task and to the 
whale himself are likewise individual: each seems to 
have his own metaphysical outlook on the hunt, and part 
of Ishmael's education consists in his attempt to 
broaden his own immature Presbyterian/transcendentalist 
prejudices to comprehend the hunt in a larger sense that 
takes in the rich experiences of others. If the 
Polynesian Queequeg seems at home in cold New Bedford, 
he is equally at home in a cosmos inhabited by powers he 
can never explain. For Ahab, the universe's 
inscrutability is an object of hate, so much the more so 
because some power has acted maliciously toward him. 
Bulkington, however, chooses to wonder -- and to wander. 
"The land seemed scorching to his feet," remarks Ishmael 
(97), and in his very landlessness lay his highest 
truth. His search ultimately becomes Ishmael's, but only 
after Ishmael has had his complete "education" in the 
dual qualities of the world's demonism and benevolence. 
In Chapter 1, then, I will show that Ishmael's 
friendship with Queequeg is so complete that the pagan 
harpooner comes to stand as a physical embodiment of 
part of the narrator's psyche, his sense of the world's 
hidden shadows and horror that have long haunted him. 
>' I, ' 
Queequeg is the guide through whom Ishmael can.tame the 
2:, 
shadow world. Ahab also has a knowledge of the world's 
horror, but far from being tamed, that horror devours 
him from within. While Ahab and Ishmael share a similar 
intuition of the symbolic nature of the physical world, 
it is Ahab who dominates the crew with his desire to 
conquor the forces that move behind the "unreasoning 
mask" of Moby-Dick. Chapter 2 deals with Ishmael's 
nearly overwhelming attraction to the maniacal captain's 
bloodthirsty hunt for the white whale. In the end, of 
course, Ishmael does survive, though even he would be at 
a loss to explain why. He knows, as perhaps Queequeg 
before him knew, that there are benevolent as well as 
malicious forces at work in the universe, and that these 
forces must remain forever inscrutable. Nevertheless, 
the example of Bulkington, the "deep, earnest thinker" 
who rather inexplicably roved the world's oceans in 
search of some ungraspable ultimate trutl1, is before 
him. Like Bulkington, Ishmael will continue his 
education throughout his life. Truth, it seems, is like 
an island 1n the sea, to be enjoyed for a moment and 
then passed by. Linger too long and you'll go to pieces. 
Ishmael must learn to steer his course always toward the 
open sea. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Ishmael and Queequeg 
Chapter 47, "The Mat-Maker," takes place at a time 
fairly well along in the voyage of the Pequod, on a 
"cloudy, sultry afternoon," as Ishmael and Queequeg work 
together at weaving a sword-mat. In that chapter, 
Ishmael allegorizes the process of weaving the 
sword-mat: the steady, straight threads of the warp 
become the framework of necessity; Ishmael quides his 
shuttle through the warp, weaving, as he says, his own 
destiny into the unalterable threads; and Queequeg's 
thoughtless and careless thrusts with the sword become 
the unpredictable workings of chance. "Aye, chance, free 
will and necessity," he says, " -- no wise incompatible 
-- all interweavingly working together" (Melville, 185). 
A lot has been written about this allegory, as well it 
might, given Ishmael's typical metaphysical 
preoccupations. But the incident is also remarkable for 
its schematization of the Ishmael-Queequeg friendship. 
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Sailor and harpooner both bend to the task of creating 
Ishmael's destiny: Ishmael's careful, very conscious 
guidance and Queequeg's unselfconscious indifference 
make two different but complementary personalities 
plying their creative skills within the framework of a 
shared physical setting. As the embodiment of chance, 
Queequeg's sword possesses a number of its owner's 
qualities: mystery, effortless unconcern coupled with 
mastery, playfulness in the face of the inevitable. In 
short, just as nobody can see into the workings of 
chance, so Queequeg remains for Ishmael quite outside 
the familiar, fathomable pale of human reason. 
From the beginning, Ishmael connects Queequeg with 
a world somehow outside of "normal" human intercourse. 
He cuts a pretty frightening figure, this dark-skinned, 
tatooed savage from the other side of the world who 
totes heads, uses a harpoon as a table knife and gnaws 
meat in a way that sends shivers up and down the young 
narrator's spine. In a sheerly physical sense, he is a 
horror. But Ishmael makes good his boasted willingness 
to be social with a horror when he understands his 
situation: he needs a place to sleep, and Queequeg's bed 
happens to be the only one the Spouter Inn's landlord 
can or will make available. Chance, then, has led 
Ishmael to this horror, and, as is typical of him, he 
26 
I'' i ~I ... 
i . 
. ,, 
\ .. 
makes a virtue out of necessity. "I'll try a pagan 
friend, thought I, since Christian charity has proved 
but hollow courtesy" (53). 
Necessity, though, operates 1n a far deeper way 
than Ishmael's breezy prose indicates. To a great 
extent, it seems as though Ishmael's decision to try a 
pagan friend was dictated by his own nature. Certainly 
he is 1n rather a bad way when he arrives in New 
Bedford. His emotional state has been variously 
characterized as depressive boredom (Brodtkorb), 
loneliness (Arvin), a phase of his periodic and chronic 
suicidal nature (Strauch). It's clear from Chapter 1 
that he seeks healing in a life of adventure and 
discovery. Yet his initial contact with Queequeg shows 
he's in an open, impressionable, and psychologically 
vulnerable state of mind: in the course of a night and a 
day he travels the long route from fright at the 
cannibal's outlandish appearance through bedside 
chuminess to "marriage." Ishmael, whose very name 
suggests his status as an outsider, has told us of his 
"everlasting itch for things remote," and is curiously 
fascinated with horror, drawn to it at the same time he 
is repelled. He recognizes the Polynesian as an outsider 
who has more than a passing acquaintance with the dark 
corners of the world, and it doesn't take him long, once 
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he has gotten over his intial fright, to associate the 
harpooner with a certain dark corner in his own mind, 
the half-forgotten childhood memory of the phantom that 
once clasped his hand as he lay terrified on a 
midsummer's night. 
With its associations of paralyzing fear, spectral 
presences, and parental rejection, the puzzling 
childhood episode related in "The Counterpane" would 
seem the perfect hunting ground for critics of a 
psychoanalytic and/or mythic persuasion. Ishmael finds 
himself embraced by this new phantom, Queequeg, and 1n 
the embrace his fear of the old phantom vanishes. Why? 
It is clear that Ishmael has already invested Queequeg 
with some projected, half-understood symbolic 
significance. This means, according to Edward Edinger, 
that the savage evokes, and thus allows Ishmael to come 
to terms with, certain unconscious images and fears. 
Neither Freudians nor Jungians have missed the 
opportunity to read the single glimpse Ishmael gives us 
of his childhood. For instance, the "crime" for which 
Ishmael's stepmother banished him to bed, crawling up 
the chimney, has been seen in various ways as a 
manifestation of parental conflict, particularly 1n its 
Oedipal phases (Arvin, Hellenbrand). Likewise, the 
ghostly phantom has been interpreted in a variety of 
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ways: as distorted memory of the primal scene 
(Hellenbrand), as "dream transformation of sexual 
penetration" (Daniel Hoffman, 264), as numinous 
visitation, an encounter with deity (Edinger, 33). 
If Ishmael's original phantom-dream is invested 
with unconscious, perhaps psychosexual, meaning, what 1s 
there about Queequeg's embrace that resolves the dream's 
fear and tension? Hoffman focuses specifically on the 
episode's homoerotic overtones, though he emphasizes 
that, while Queequeg's embrace corresponds with the 
spectral phantom's symbolic sexual penetration, it 
liberates Ishmael's heretofore inhibited sexuality, 
since Ishmael associates the savage with the expression 
of Eros, ''the primordial energies affirminq life and 
love" (Hoffman, 264). Mark Hennelly note~; the r-egressivc 
tendencies of Ishmael's ''crime'': crawling up the chimney 
is an enactment of the wish to return to the womb. 
Queequeg, whose "great skill in obstectrics" is evident 
throughout the book, and whose "non-Western 
epistemology embraces spontaneous, uninhibited 
sexuality" (282), presides at his rebirth, acts as 
parentally sanctioned "helper" in seeing to it that 
Ishmael grows up. Zoellner, though not specifically a 
Freudian critic, sees that Ishmael has been morbidly 
preoccupied with death and associates the phantom who 
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appeared in the midst of his boyhood experience of· 
living death with Queequeg, the head-toting cannibal and 
death's-head image. As a result of Queequeg's embrace 
and the spectral association he evokes, Ishmael "is now 
able to contemplate the unspeakable strangeness, the 
unutterably alien quality of death, but without the 
heretofore concomitant fear" (Zoellner, 217). 
"By taking a cannibal for his bosom friend," writes 
Daniel G. Hoffman, "Ishmael acknowledges that part of 
himself which finds its identity in Queequeg" (264). 
This has become the standard reading of the text for 
Freudians and non-Freudians alike. Psycholanalytic 
critics see the dream phantom as a symbolic 
reprLsentation of an emotional complex that has festered 
unconsciously, causing Ishmael's peculiar neurosis. 
Ishmael's friendship with Queequeg somehow resolves the 
tensions produced by the complex: "I felt a melting 1n 
me," he reports. "No more my splintered heart and 
maddened hand were turned against the wolfish world. 
This soothing savage had redeemed it" (53). The 
childhood experience of the bedside phantom retains its 
formative impact, though, just as Ishmael retains his 
fascination with the exotic, the horrible, the 
quintessentially different. Hellenbrand (57-58) points 
out that not only Ishmael's fascinated horror of 
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Queequeg derives from the punitive experience of the 
bedside phantom, but also the duality of his moral 
vision, his perception of the demonism of the world 
hidden behind the blissful snowiness of the color white. 
In other words, his formative experience of the "wholly 
other" has resulted in his entire orientation toward 
life, his lifelong metaphysical quest and finally in his 
decision to go a-whaling. 
Non-psycholanalytic critics too agree with Hoffman, 
but tend to see Queequeg less in terms of Ishmael's 
formative psychosexual complexes and more in terms of 
the embodiment of a continuing attitude or relationship 
toward the world. Paul Brodtkorb Jr., who identifies the 
dream phantom as "Nothingness itself . . come to claim 
Ishmael for its child" (108), emphasizes that "the 
supernatural hand which materialiszes out of a 
stepmother's rejection is not given in the book as an 
anterior cause of Ishmael's self and world. Instead, it 
is a coexistant part of them: the present has called 
forth the past only in response to itself; the past that 
answers to the present thereby reveals that present to 
be founded in the confrontation of nothingness" (111). 
Jungian critic James Baird calls Ishmael's neurosis a 
crisis of faith that reflects the collapsing force of 
traditional religious archetypes in Western society. 
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Ishmael's somewhat desparate solution is to seek renewal 
of numinous power in the origins of religious experience 
of primitive cultures. Edinger, as I've shown, says that 
Ishmael's encounter with the dream-phantom constitutes 
just such a numinous experience, but the event "carried 
an excess of meaning or energy transcending the capacity 
of the conscious personality to encompass or understand" 
(33-34). Queequeg's embrace is the intrusion of the 
"wholly other," and the associations of the dark-skinned 
cannibal with some aspect of Ishmael's hidden inner life 
make Queequeg Ishmael's ''shadow.'' (Edinger, Halverson). 
What all of these critics share is~ view of 
Ishmael's encounter with Queequeg as a crucial event 
that somehow adds a dimension to Ishmael's life. The 
intrusion of another reality into the disturbed, 
emotionally starved world of a young boy is bound to be 
"formative," even educational, in the sense that it 
gives to the boy a peculiar distrust of the concrete and 
suggests the presence of something else, another order 
outside the ordinary. The new reality is subjective 1n 
that it has a place in a secret corner of Ishmael's mind 
which has been there a long time and which continues to 
exert its influence. But at the same time it is also 
objective in its uncovering in dream and life by a 
"real" event. Children may sometimes mistake the 
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imagined for the real, but the unexpected embrace of 
Queequeg's tatooed arm recalls to the adult Ishmael his 
boyhood astonishment in finding that the dimensions of 
his life extend beyond what is ordinarily apparent. I 
call this extension of life's possibilities the 
"irrational," because its renaissance re-introduces an 
entirely new aspect of the world to Ishmael, because it 
undercuts Ishmael's sense, not only of himself and who 
he is, but of what man is. Suddenly, and quite by 
chance, something is added to Ishmael: substance and 
shadow mingle when the phantom-realtiy intrudes once 
more in the form of an embrace by a particular 
flesh-and-blood human being. That Queequeg 1s 
"unutterably strange," even horrible, only adds to his 
attractiveness. Ishmael is, remember, 1n a desperate, 
perhaps suicidal emotional state: his "identification" 
with Queequeg is an acknowledgement that he needs the 
kind of self-extension the cannibal has to offer. Put 1n 
other terms, this means that the commitment of 
friendship provides the emotional anchoring requisite 
for Ishmael to come to terms with the irrational in 
himself and the world. 
In Queequeg, Ishmael confronts his other half, his 
"shadow-self" and the darkness and horror of the world 
all at once. Yet, surprisingly, the encounter is not 
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horrible. While Ishmael's initial fear is rooted in his 
Christian prejudice against a tattooed wilderness 
savage, he finds, much to his relief, that, child of 
Satan though he may be, Queequeg is also a man, and an 
uncommonly hospitable and friendly man at that. "Better 
sleep with a sober cannibal than a drunken Christian," 
Ishmael muses as he crawls into bed (31), and the 
reflection echoes later as Queequeg reveals himself to 
be not only ethical but noble. Although he 1s a stranger 
1n civilized New Bedford, and doubtless 
all-too-conscious of his strangeness even in this 
cosmopolitan center of seafaring men, he is "always at 
ease; preserving the utmost sincerity; content with his 
own companionship; always equal to himself. Surely," 
Ishmael concludes, ''this was a touch of tine philosophy; 
though no doubt he had never heard there was such a 
thing as that" (52). Indeed such philosophy as the 
cannibal may have remains as anomalous as his physical 
presence. He is the gentle savage, fierce yet contolled 
by some fine-honed, nondoctrinaire ethic that seems to 
have become part of his very nerve centers. As a symbol 
of an alien way of life, he embodies the twin aspects of 
carnality and spirituality, yet the two aspects inform 
and interpenetrate each other in a way no white man has 
ever found possible. 
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Judged in sheerly physical terms, Queequeg is every 
inch the savage, startling in both his physical 
appearance and in his sudden explosions of physical 
strength. The country bumpkin aboard the Moss and 
Captain Bildad aboard the Pequod both make the mistake 
of judging a heathen as an inferior, and both are 
divested of their naivete when Queequeg amazes them with 
his prowess and dexterity: he flings the one 
somersaulting into the air (only to land again on his 
feet, scarcely knowing what has happened), and dismisses 
the o the r ' s re 1 i g i o u s s c r up p l e s 1v; i t h d cl i ~; f) l a y o f 
virtuoso harpooning. Yet Queequeg's ferocity always 
contains an element of playfulness: he's never really 
serious about harming people. 11 'Kill-e,' cried Queequeg 
(after flinging the bumpkin into the air), twisting his 
tattooed face into an unearthly exprcs~;ion of disdain, 
' ah ! h i m be r y s ma l 1 - c f i sh - e ; Q u c e q u e q n o t·. i 1 1 - e so 
small-e fish-e; Queequeg kill-c big whale!' II ( 6 0) . 
"'Don't be afraid now, ' 11 Peter Coffin assures Ishmael, 
who has, so he thinks, come close to being scalped by 
Queequeg's air-swooshing tomahawk, " 'Queequeg here 
wouldn't harm a hair of your head' 11 (Jl). 
At the time, Ishmael is probably too scared to 
fully credit his landlord's assurances, but his 
subsequent experiences with the savage bear Coffin out. 
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Queequeg is much more likely to save lives than take 
them. Moments after he "punishes" the bumpkin who 
insulted him aboard the Moss, he rescues the same 
bumpkin when he falls overboard into the Acushnet. Much 
later, Queequeg performs "agile obstetrics," at some 
risk to himself, as he rescues Tashteego from the inside 
of a sinking sperm whale's head. Odd though it may seem 
that an unchristian savage would practice such virtuous 
self-sacrifice, Ishmael, by the time he writes the 
passage, has learned that the value Queequeg places on 
human life is part of the Natural Man's instinctive 
physical life. "Midwifery," he concludes, "should be 
taught in the same course with tcncinq dnd boxinq, 
riding and rowing" (290). Clearly ho sco'.; the phy~~ical 
as the visible counterpart of mind; surely this savage 
has some noble quality of soul unrecognized by white 
man. Howard P. Vincent 1s right: in Melville's mature 
work, "no longer is a savage by c1 river'~; hriITt merely a 
savage -- he is a way of life, c1 symbol ot ethical 
truths" (35). The tattooed harpooner is "by all odds the 
most attractive character in the novel'' (76), yet it 1s 
clear that in making him attractive, Melville wishes us 
to accept him for exactly what he is. 
More remarkable even than his life-saving feat 
involving Tashteego is Queequeg's "midwifery" with 
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Ishmael. I have shown that critics are pretty much 
agreed that he performs some kind of psychological 
rescue on the young sailor. Rescue Ishmael in the 
physical sense he does too, when at the end Ishmael 
clings to his friend's would-be coffin after the 
harpooner has taken "his last long dive." Each time the 
physical event is linked in Ishmael's mind to some 
greater significance. In the earlier chapters, Ishmael 
seems unaware of the significance of his sleeping with a 
savage: that significance is only revealed to him 
indirectly, in the form of a dream. The coffin at the 
end is carved with replicas of Queequeg's tattooes, and 
so the final event is connected in Ishmael's mind not 
only with the sacrifice of his friend, but with every 
mysterious thing his friend stood for. Quccqueq's 
tattooes, we are told earlier on, contain "a complete 
theory ot the heavens and the earth, and a mystical 
treatise on the art of attaining truth", and so he is 
the embodiment of the world's secrets. Nobody, neither 
Queequeg nor Ishmael nor Ahab, is able to untangle the 
meaning of the intricate design, yet the tattooes 
remain, for Ahab, at least, a "devilish tantalization of 
the gods" ( 3 9 9) . "Unsolved to the 1 as t, " Queequeg 
survives in his mystery, giving life once more to his 
friend who can never finally fathom those primitive 
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Queequeg's mystery, then, makes his parental role 
complete: his "midwifery" toward Ishmael makes him the 
archetypal mother figure, but, in his introduction of 
Ishmael to life's mystery, he also serves as spiritual 
father. Not that Queequeg is in any sense a preacher or 
evangelist; on the contrary, as Baird points out, he is 
"a holy man free of holy orders" (228), one whose 
holiness contains elements of many religions: Islam, 
Yoga, and Zen, to say nothing of the polynesian. His god 
is the little wooden idol, Yojo, that he carries with 
him and whittles at. In other words, says Baird, 
Queequeg's religion is forever in the process of 
completion, and as he carves away at the wooden statue, 
he creates the designs that suit his own fancy. 
Such is Queequeg's peculiar mix of pagan 
simplicity and egotism that Ishmael is typically 
attracted and frightened at the same time. As a "good 
Christian; born and bred in the bosom of the infallible 
· .. 
Presbyterian Church" (54), he can "justify" his worship 
of Queequeg's idol with self-mocking sophistry, and he 
can, with a certain uncharacteristic smugness and 
condescension, chide his companion's outlandish Ramadan 
practices in the name of "the obvious laws of Hygiene 
and common sense" (81) but his pagan "backsliding" and 
,a 
lecturing betray a certain superficiality. Indeed, one 
can arge that the extremity and sincerity of Queequeg's 
religious observances scares Ishmael a little: he's not 
used to people taking their faith quite this seriously. 
He is a young man, and he has a young man's passionate 
curiosity about "the meaning of life," but he doesn't 
yet understand the strange and irrational passions that 
move other men or, by extension, himself. 
While Queequeg's paganism undoubtedly upsets 
Ishmael at first, in Chapter 11 the savage manages to 
win him over, with the aid of his tomahawk-pipe, to the 
kind of serene acceptance that banishes all thought of 
dogma and orthodoxy. As the "cosy, loving pair" 1 ie abed 
on the cold December night, puffing contentedly and 
ch a t t i n g , I sh ma e 1 re f 1 e ct s , " The re i s no qua 1 i t y 1 n th i ~~ 
world that is not what it is merely by contrast. Nothing 
exists in itself" (55). He is thinking about the cold 
and the dark, about how one only appreciates warmth and 
light when one has suffered the other two, yet the moral 
he draws connotes as well as denotes. It could, 1n fact, 
stand as the rubric of the novel, for here Ishmael also 
puts his finger on the riddle of Queequeg: darkly 
frightening though he is, he brings peace to a needy 
soul. As a cannibal, he is superior in many ways to 
Christians. In his Natural-Man innocence, he seems 
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cosmopolitan and adaptable in f~r-away places, aware and 
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at home with the world in its gentle as well as its 
savage phases. 
The instrument of Ishmael's reflections, the 
immediate cause, is that tomahawk-pipe of Queequeg's. 
Pipes figure throughout Moby-Dick as purveyors of peace 
and contentment: jolly Stubb, a confirmed pipe-smoker, 
smokes a whole shelf full of pipes before retiring every 
night; Ahab casts his old pipe into the sea when he 
realizes that not even it can bring him a moment's 
serenity. Even whales seem to enJoy a relaxing smoke now 
and again: "But lazily undulating in the trough of the 
sea, and ever and anon tranquilly spouting his vapory 
jet, the whale looked like a portly burgher smoking his 
pipe of a warm afternoon'' (242). Yet 1n Queequeg's hands 
the pipe is also a tomahawk, and so, as Zoellner says, 
"the murderous and loving are one" (227). The peculiar 
benefit of savagery seems to be the ability that 
condition bestows upon its practitioners not to be 
bothered by contradictions. On the contrary, Queequeg 1s 
himself a contradiction, one who doesn't seem to be 
aware of any irony in sharing a chummy pipe with the man 
whom, scarcely twenty-four hours before, he had 
threatened to kill with that pipe's opposite member. The 
carnal and spiritual come together even in this simple 
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and utterly characteristic barbaric weapon. "Queequeg," 
says Baird, "is Melville's idealized wise man for this 
world, the human being who accepts in quiet serenity the 
enigma of God's contradictions" (234). 
The irony of Queequeg's tomahawk is not lost on 
Ishmael, as his comment on contrasts in Chapter 11 
shows. Yet Ishmael never, except sporadically, achieves 
his friend's serene acceptance of the contradictory 
nature of truth. Queequeg has mastered a kind of moral 
"double-vision" of a kind that Ishmael admires in the 
eyesight of the whale, who can "at the same moment of 
time attentively examine two distinct prospects, one on 
one side of him, and the other in on exactly opposite 
d i rec t i on 11 ( 2 8 O ) . The absence o f s u ch II do u b 1 e - v i s i on 11 1 ~~ 
frightful and destructive, as Ishmael demonstrates 
repeatedly, most memorably 1n "The Whiteness of the 
Whale," where he explains his fear of the "colorless, 
all-color" white, in which there is "a dumb blankness, 
full of meaning," but which yields nothing to even the 
most penetrating gaze because of its snow-blinding lack 
of contrast. 
In "The Try-Works," where he almost capsizes the 
ship because he is overcome by a too close contemplation 
of the "blackness of darkness," Ishmael concludes, 
"There is a Catskill eagle in some souls that can alike 
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dive down into the blackest gorges, and soar out of them 
again and become invisible in the sunny spaces" (355). 
This is Ishmael's definition of sanity, yet moments like 
this are rare in the novel: their tone is always of 
wisdom hard-won. Ishmael never achieves anything like 
his harpooner-friend's quiet serenity. The urge to know 
struggles with the desire for peace. In Queequeg, the 
savage unconscious, the urge to know has little force. 
Truth is apprehended instinctively, in all its mystery. 
With Queequeg Ishmael attains a psychic wholenesss, a 
new sense of well-being in a recognition of his own 
"dark self." The savage has opened for him new ways of 
knowing, but, as we shall see, the old ways are still 
very strong in him -- strong enough, in fact, that he 
will want to join Ahab, who also has a knowledge of the 
demonism of the world, in his attempt to reduce the 
world's mystery to intellectually knowable terms. 
Queequeg and Ishmael do indeed leave New Bedford to 
embark upon a voyage of the soul. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Ishmael and Ahab 
Ishmael's early curiosity concerning whales 
reflects a sort of half-baked transcendentalism. When he 
steps aboard the Pequod, he has already formulated for 
himself an idea of his voyage as quest: understand the 
largest of God's creatures and you'll understand God, or 
God as he is present in the individual human psyche --
the "ungraspable phantom of life," in other words, the 
mysterious being Narcissus saw in the pool. 
And still deeper the meaning of that story of 
Narcissus, who because he could not grasp the 
tormenting mild image he saw in the fountain, 
plunged into it and was drowned. But that same 
image, we ourselves see in all rivers and 
oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable 
phantom of life; and this is the key to it all 
(Melville, 14). 
The conjunctive "but" that begins the second 
sentence is revealing. Narcissus succumbed to a 
self-destructive madness when he couldn't grasp his 
image in the water. We all see our images reflected from 
the surface of the pool of life, but we don't all 
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destroy ourselves in the effort to grasp a reality 
beneath the surface. The reflected image is a key, 
certainly one that reveals us to ourselves, but Ishmael 
chooses knowledge as an alternative to self-destruction. 
Since any image present to the human eye is a 
reflection, more or less, of the perceiving self, it 
follows that if you study the images of nature closely 
and dispassionately, you'll discover indirectly whatever 
secret concerning the self and the self's mysterious 
possibilities Narcissus missed. "Nothing exists in 
matter without being duplicated in mind," writes Harry 
Levin; "nature is linked to the soul of man through 
analogies; and Ishmael, in pointing out those 
correspondences, sublimates the adventure from a 
physical to a metaphysical plane" (216). 
Ishmael's rationale indeed has much 1n common with 
Emerson's doctrine of correspondences in its assumption 
of the connectedness of the material and the spiritual. 
Nina Baym, emphasizing this connection, writes that, 
according to Emerson, "God uses nature for signifying 
purposes. Man has access to his language through his 
intuition, and his ability to comprehend God's meaning 
is proof of his likeness to God as well as of God's 
existence." Such an approach to the "meaningfulness" of 
nature "requires the assumption of a prior, absolute One 
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who is speaking or writing through it and has decreed 
its meanings" (916). This is an integral, though 
unexamined, part of Ishmael's early, "half-baked" 
transcendentalism. He doesn't seem to realize how much 
he takes for granted concerning the moral order of the 
universe; his faith has never been seriously challenged. 
I have already shown that, when confronted with 
Queequeg's idolatry, his initial reaction is to join his 
companion 1n pagan worship, but, when he sees, during 
Queequeg's ramadan, how serious his friend really is 
about his religion, he lapses back into a comfortable 
Presbyterian sermon on common sense and hygiene. He is 
capable, it seems, of leaving the lee shore of certainty 
behind him only a little at a time. ·rranscendental 
prejudices have a way of overtaking him unawares. When 
the cenotaphs in Father Mapple's church remind him that 
"there is death in the business of whalinq -- a 
speechlessly quick chaotic bundling of a man into 
Eternity," he is quick, 1n an almost knee-jerk sort ot 
way, to comfort himself with the reflection that "my 
body 1s but the lees of my better being'' (41). He begins 
his voyage aboard the Pequod with buoyant, rosy optimism 
regarding the fundamental "rightness" of things: 
Spite of this frigid winter night in the 
boisterous Atlar.tic, spite of my wet feet and 
wetter jacket, there was yet, it then seemed 
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to me, many a pleasant haven in store; and 
meads and glades so eternally vernal, that the 
grass shot up by the spring, untrodden, 
unwiited remains at midsummer (95 -- emphasis 
added) . 
The phrasi I've underlined is an interpolation by 
an older, perhaps sadder Ishmael who seems to be saying 
that he has moved past such naive optimism. The closest 
he ever comes to the "meads and qlades" imagined here is 
1n the chapter on "Brit," in the qams that momentarily 
dispell Ahab's influence, and 1n the intimacy of the 
nuclear family he observes in "The Grand Armada." Yet 
Ishmael remains curiously distanced from even these 
islands of peace: we never sec him dc'tiV('lY involved 1n 
the gams, and the other, seago1nq "meads clnd glades" arc 
distinctly nonhuman. But from the image of the whales' 
haven he observes i n the "Gr a n d A rm ad a " ch apt e r he d raw~; 
his only too-human moral: 
Amid the tornadocd Atlantic ot my bcinq, do 1 
myself still for ever centrt1lly disport in 
mute calm; and while ponderous planets of 
unwaning woe revolve round me, deep down etnd 
deep inland there I still bathe me in eternal 
mildness of joy (326). 
This passage, part of a paragraph which I have not 
quoted in its entirety, 1s preceded, if one follows from 
text to footnote, by a note, attributed (by the editors) 
to Melville, on "Leviathan amours of the deep." If we 
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take that note instead as an interpolation by the 
mature, scholarly Ishmael, and thus see the entire 
passage as a recreation from memory of an event long 
past, Ishmael's characteristic temporal perspective 
becomes clear. I therefore read the above quotation as 
the older Ishmael's commentary on the event he 
describes. Taken this way, the passage shows a 
progression, from the wet feet of Chapter 22 (page 95, 
quoted above) to "the tornadoed Atlantic of my being" 
here, which says much about the moral distances Ishmael 
has travelled in his education. Glad he may be for the 
momentary bliss and calm induced by the sigl1t of mother 
whales and their children, but at this point in the text 
his recognition of "ponderous planets of unwaning woe" 
certainly shows that his early faith in the ultimate 
"rightness" of the universe has been undermined, and 
that undermining doubtless owes much to the fact that 
the young Ishmael signed aboard a ship commanded by a 
madman. 
Much that has been written about the 
transcendental, or anti-transcendental, subtext of 
Moby-Dick focusses on the figure of Ahab, but it must 
not be forgotten that Ishmael too feels the urgency of 
his captain's quest. Ishmael recognizes Ahab's psychosis 
for what it is: "his torn body and gashed soul bled into 
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one another; and so interfusing made him mad" (160). Yet 
he joins the hunt. "Who does not feel the irresistible 
arm drag?'' he asks, admitting his tranced fascination. 
"For one, I gave myself up to the abandonment of the 
time and place" (163). Why? The answer must lie in the 
affinity Ishmael feels toward the one who perpetrates 
the hunt. Ahab too, as Halverson (443) and Levin (219) 
recognize, has his dark, savage "shadow" in Fedallah and 
the five "dusky phantoms" who follow him. Is it too much 
to conclude that Ishmael feels his captain knows 
something about him and his relationship to the shadowy 
phantom-world of his half-remembered dream? Clearly 
Ahab's pursuit is motivated, as is Ishmael's, by 
emotional necessity; and clearly, too, Ahab's pursuit 
takes the form of a quest for knowledge. When the 
captain of the Pequod addresses the dead sperm whale's 
sphynx-head, "O Nature, and O soul of man! how far 
beyond all utterance are your linked analogies! not the 
smallest atom stirs or lives in matter, but has its 
cunning duplicate in mind" (264), he 1s the 
transcendentalist par excellence. He shares with Ishmael 
an apprehension of the physical world as symbolic code. 
"Both men," writes Vincent, "are symbolically in search 
of the answer to the final mysteries. Both have 
perceived the necessity of looking beyond phenomena for 
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that answer" (161). 
Ishmael's giving himself up to Ahab's hunt is thus 
easy to understand. His sympathy with Ahab's quest 1s 
explicit. "A wild, mystical, sympathetical feeling was 
in me," he says; "Ahab's quenchless feud seemed mine" 
(155). By this time Ishmael's fascination for the "wild" 
and the "mystical" (read "savage" and "spectral") are so 
well established that his understanding of these 
elements in Ahab's maniacal rantings seems inevitable. 
Ah ab ' s " cogged c i r c 1 e " may f i t the c re w ' ~~ " v a r i o u ~; 
whee 1 s , " but i n I sh ma e 1 ' s case th c at t r c1. ct i on CJ o c ~:-; a 
level lower. His intuition of the existence of un~~cen 
spheres of reality are answered by Ahab, and in Ahab's 
de t e rm i n a t i on to con quo r the b a r r i e r th a t ~~ c pa r- d t e ~--; rn a n 
f r om th c p e r c e pt i on o f abs o 1 u t e k now l e cl CJ c t h c r c· i ~·~ a n 
invitation for Ishmael to <1ssurnc the r-olc nt Cod. 
I n t u i t i o n i ~:; , 1 n t r a n s c end e n ta 1 i s t doc t r i n e , t h c spa r k 
o f d i v i n i t y ; a ct upon i t , ma st c r t he t r u th ~; i n t u i t i on 
intimates concerning the secrets of the universe, and 
you'll have the powers of light and darkness ~l 1 at your 
command. Narcissus' pool reflected back l1is mysterious 
se 1 f, the pl ace where the forces of 1 if c meet. In Ahab, 
Ishmael's personal voyage of education has found the 
perfect vehicle, and in view of the problems I've 
mentioned concerning Ahab's increasing command of the 
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reader's attention and Ishmael's withdrawal 1n the 
latter half of the novel, it would be easy to conclude 
that Ishmael transfers wholesale his thematic and 
metaphysical concerns to Ahab for their fictional 
working out. 
Yet Ishmael's qualifier is telling: Ahab's feud 
only "seemed mine." Ishmael has neither Ahab's physical 
nor mental infirmities, his towering rage nor his 
monomaniacal desire for vengence. Indeed, ~oellner even 
argues that Ishmael's epistemology is more sophisticated 
than Ahab's. Ishmael, for whom water and meditation are 
forever wedded, sees the water-surface as ''interface 
between the phenomenal color-world and the noumenal 
non-color world, (which) is never flatly opaque, but 
rather simultaneously ~rtially _opagueL pc1rtially 
reflectiveJ. and partiall_y transparerrt" (Zoellner, 44). I 
would argue that this is true, not only of the older 
narrator Ishmael, but, implicitly, of his younger self 
as well. How else could he take "the mystic ocean at his 
feet for the visible image ot that deep, blue, 
bottomless soul, pervading mankind ancJ nature; and every 
strange, half-seen, gliding, beautiful ting that eludes 
him" as "the embodiment of those elusive thoughts though 
only people the soul by flitting through it" (Melville, 
140)? 
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For Ahab, on the other hand, the physical world 1s 
totally opaque, and is best expressed as "the dead, 
blind wall (which) butts all inquiring heads at last" 
( Me 1 vi 11 e, 4 2 7) . 
How can the prisoner reach outside except by 
thrusting through the wall? To me, the white 
whale is that wall, shoved near to me. 
Sometimes I think there's naught beyond. But 
'tis enough. He tasks me; he heaps me (144). 
Ahab's response to the difficulties of reading symbolic 
nature far exceeds Ishmael's in its desperation. For 
Ahab, the phys i ca 1 world is opaque: he f c() 1 :~ trapped 
within it, cut off from any source of mcaninq beyond. 
The novel's tension derives from his inability to read 
the s y m b o 1 i c code o f the w or 1 d i n c1 n y o th c r way th a n d ~; 
a "pasteboard mask" for some primievdl, malevolent force 
that has struck and crippled him. His venqence consists 
1n a progressive narrowing of perspective, a moving 
closer to the wall and trying finally to crash through, 
to come face-to-face with the reality behind the 
physical symbol. At the same time, though, his 
perception of the "linked analogies" of mind and nature 
show his awareness that symbol, reader and meaning are 
all part of one process. This makes his desire to 
destroy the barrier between image and meaning suicidal, 
like Narcissus' plunging into the fountain. The source 
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of Ahab's dilemma seems inescapable: if.man himself is 
somehow involved in the creation of meaning, how is the 
perception of meaning outside of man possible? The wall 
Ahab wishes to punch through is the wall of his human 
limitations. Once you've overcome these limitations, 
you're no longer human, you cease to exist. 
This is of course quite literally true of Ahab. As 
he stabs his blood-baptized harpoon into the white mass 
of Moby-Dick, he plunges, like Narcissus, beneath the 
water that he believes hides the secrets he would know. 
His moment of ultimate truth coincides with his 
destruction. And so commentators have taken the view of 
Ahab as Melville's epitome of the "bad" 
transcencentalist, the vehicle through whom Melville 
critiques American Idealism devastatingly and 
unanswerably. Feidelson points out that, according to 
Emerson, 
"the wall should open . 'into the recesses 
of being'; the living act is fraught with 
meaning. And in one sense the death of Ahab 1s 
the outcome of these premises. . He 
simultaneously carries the voyage to an 
extreme, losing himself to gain reality, and 
is forced to accept the rational distinction 
between the human intellect and the world it 
explores. In either case he is faced with an 
'inscrutable' world: a mask whose meaning is 
enticing but destructive, or a wall without 
any human significance" (34). 
Ahab's final approach to the wall between himself 
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and the crippling, inscrutable force proves lethal, 
then, but in a way he never quite "accept(s) the 
rational distinction between the human intellect and the 
world it explores." Indeed, Ahab cannot accept anything 
that challenges the primacy of the human will. He wants 
to make it all one, the mind and the outside world which 
is beyond the frontier of knowledge, and he dies in the 
attempt. Yet another kind of slow annihilation has been 
at work inside him for some time before his literal 
death: his obsessive, dehumanizing monomania. The man's 
purpose, says Ishmael, has begun to take over the man: 
"Yielding up all his thoughts and fancies to his one 
supreme purpose; that purpose, by its own sheer 
inveteracy of will, forced itself against gods and 
devils into a kind of self-assumed, independent being of 
its own" (175). The ascendency of purpose makes Ahab 
into a kind of "volitional zombie," says Zoellner, but 
the process 1s deliberate. He has "willfully destroyed 
his 'personality,' and obliterated its queenly freedom" 
(100). We never see, . in other words, the "true" or in I 
Zoellner's term "preliterary," Ahab. When Ishmael first 
sets eyes on him, he has already been rent and scarred. 
Something human has gone out of him and been replaced by 
a ferocious will that consumes his personality in the 
pursuit of its goal. 
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The reduction of Ahab's self to a monomaniac will 
brings with it a corresponding reduction in Ahab's 
conception of the physical world: from now on, he will 
see everything in terms of himself. Of the gold 
doubloon, with its stylized imprint of earth and zodiac, 
he muses, "This round gold is but the image of the 
rounder globe, which, like a magician's glass, to each 
and every man in turn but mirrors back his own 
mysterious self" (359). Brodtkorb concludes that this 
also means that material substance takes on the image of 
Ahab's purpose. "Others," he writes, "become aspects of 
him, as well as his tools" (68). Since his will is his 
driving force, he must use it to control his crew. "Ye 
are not other men," he tel 1 s them, "but my arms and 
legs; and so obey me" (465). Crippled he may be, but he 
has yet the power of his mind to drive his ship along 
its willfully "predestinated" course. 
So obsessive does his goal become that it has the 
effect of abstracting him from human reality. He lapses 
into what Leo Marx calls a "mechanistic habit of mind" 
in which the boundary between metaphor and actuality 
become blurred. Consider the vision of his quest that he 
formulates in Chapter 37: "The path to my fixed purpose 
is laid with iron rails, wheron my soul is grooved to 
run. . . . Naught's an obstacle, naught's an angle to 
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the iron way!" (147). The machine imagery spills over to 
his conception of his crew: "My cogged circle fits into 
all their various wheels, and they revolve" (147). The 
subtle reduction of his complex quest to a fixed, iron 
railroad matches his dehumanized view of man. He thinks, 
according to Marx, that "(the crew members') minds 
function according to simple, mechanical principles, 
which is to say that they are essentially passive before 
experience" (298). All he needs to do, 1n other words, 
to ensure their continued interest in the chase is to 
promise them a doubloon. His relationship to them 
becomes strictly utilitarian. Indeed, we can see that 
his idea of the perfect man is an inhuman monster 
designed as the instrument for accomplishing his 
purpose. 
"I'll order a complete man after a desirable 
pattern. Imprimis, fifty feet high in his 
socks; then, chest modelled after the Thames 
Tunnel; then, legs with roots to 'em, to stay 
in one place; then, arms three feet thorugh 
the wrist; no heart at all, brass forehead, 
and about a quarter of an acre of fine brains; 
and let me see -- shall I order eyes to see 
outwards? No, but put a sky-light on top of 
his head to illuminate inwards (390). 
We might conclude by speculating that Ahab's 
tragedy consists in the paradox that he must reduce 
himself to something less than human in order to 
transcend human limitations. More's the irony that, 
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mechanistic though his conception of the path to truth 
has become, he smashes the ship's quadrant, exclaiming, 
"Science! Curse thee, thou vain toy!" (412). Science, he 
means, can tell us nothing about truth -- nothing that 
directs man's attention heavenward ever can. And so Ahab 
hits on the extraordinary, wholly unmechanical and 
illogical expedient of steering the ship by horizontal 
means alone, by compass and dead reckoning. When the 
magnetic compass is reversed during a storm, he declares 
himself "lord of the level loadstone" and fixes it. Such 
is the "fatal pride" of the man (Ishmael's term, 425) 
that he would incorporate natural law and mechanical 
principle as part of his domain. Once man ht1.s rejected 
the independent existence of the objective world, it 
seems but a short step to self-deification. "Talk not to 
me of blasphemy, man," he tells Starbuck; "I'd strike 
the sun if it insulted me. . Who's over me? Truth 
hath no confines" (144). This is, of course, "bad" 
transcendentalism carried to another sort of extreme on 
which F.O. Matthiessen comments, "Melville created in 
Ahab's tragedy a fearful symbol of the self-enclosed 
individualism that, carried to its furthest extreme, 
brings disaster both upon itself and upon the group of 
which it is a part. He provided also an ominous glimpse 
of what was to result when the Emersonian will to virtue 
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became in less innocent natures the will to power and 
conquest" (459). Literal death is the final outcome, but 
in the meantime the "will to power" has obliterated the 
rational personality, and with it any sense of a 
dispassionate pursuit of knowledge. 
Ishmael, of course, 1s part of Ahab's hunt, but 
only up to a point. So much had already been written on 
the differences between sailor and captain that a 
recapitulation here would be unsatisfactory even if it 
were practical. Lately, following up on the trail blazed 
first by Arvin, then by Mattiessen and Olson, criticism 
has focussed on language as a central creative force 1n 
the novel. Arvin's study of Melville's peculiarities of 
d i ct i on w a s f o 11 owed by Ma t t i e s sen ' s , w h o \v d s the f i rs t 
to note and treat extensively Melville's debt to 
Shakespeare. Indeed, if Ahab is a thoroughly 
Shakespearean hero in strength, stature, and tragedy, it 
1s because his speech echoes Shakespeare's. At its best 
we can even see that Melville's mastery of the 
Shakespearean idiom has led to an altogether original, 
"bold and nervous lofty language." Of Ahab's speech to 
the corposants in Chapter 119, Matthiessen observes that 
elaborate diction is "combined 1n a vital rhetoric, and 
thereby (built up into) a defense of one of the chief 
doctrines of the age, the splendor of the individual 
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personality .... The resources of the isolated man, 
his courage and his staggering indifference to anything 
outside himself, have seldom been exalted so high" 
(421). Ahab is easily a more powerful (and more 
theatrical!) figure than Ishmael; in sheerly linguistic 
terms he dominates the novel as he dominates the Pequod. 
Following Philip F. Gura's groundbreaking study of 
nineteenth century linguistic theory, though, more 
recent commentary has focussed on the differences of the 
two characters' outlooks as they are expressed in the 
idiosyncracies of their language. Mark Patterson, for 
example, concludes that "the doubling of Ahab's and 
Ishmael's language, their similar uses of commands, 
questions, and conditional clauses, serve to exploit 
their dissimilarities. While Ahab uses 1anquage to 
extort belief (from his crew), 1shmae1 subverts both 
language and belief in order to preserve them" 
( J O O - J O 1 ) . Gay 1 e L . s m i th comp a re s I sh ma e l ' ~; 
characteristic use of the double negative (i.e. "It was 
hardly to be doubted . 
." [155], "Nor is it so very 
unlikely 
polyptoton, 
. " [162], etc.) with Ahab's use of the 
"in which different forms of the same root 
word occur in different grammatical slots," and the 
place, "in which the identical word 1s repeated" (i.e. 
"I am madness maddened" [147] and "Let it leak! I am all 
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aleak myself. Aye! leaks in leaks! not only full of 
leaky casks, but those leaky casks are in a leaky ship" 
[393] ) . Her conclusion, that "while Ahab's patterns 
suggest a rigidly correspondential, even magical, view 
of language, Ishmael's (capitalize) on the conceptual, 
ambiguous nature of language" (268), echoes what 
commentators have long said about the Ahab/Ishmael 
relationship: "Against the strong attraction he feels 
for Ahab, Ishmael manages to keep his spiritual balance, 
his spiritual and intellectual freedom. Sharing Ahab's 
perceptions and feeling himself drawn to Ahab's 
desperate conclusions, he manages to so hold himself 
that he keeps in view the whole circle of life's 
possibilities" (Sedgwick, 125). 
I take Sedgwick's conclusion to mean that Ishmael 
learns how to approach the limits of what is rationally 
"knowable" without losing his reason. Obviously, he 
does not take that final plunge with his captain and the 
rest, and just as obviously his subsequent life is not 
dominated by a self-d~vouring "will to power and 
conquest." One reason for the profound resonance of "The 
Try-Works" is the way the imagery of Ishmael's "lesson" 
recalls Ahab's "iron way". 
Give not thyself up, then, to fire, lest it 
invert thee, deaden thee; as for the time it 
did me. There is a wisdom that is woe; but 
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there is a woe that is madness. And there is a 
Catskill eagle in some souls that can alike 
dive down into the blackest gorges, and soar 
out of them again and become invisible in the 
sunny spaces (355). 
Clearly the "woe that is madness" refers to Ahab. 
In contrast, the "wisdom that is woe" describes the kind 
of knowledge that confronts the boundary between what 
man is capable of knowing and what must remain forever 
beyond him. Ahab's purpose 1s "fixed," and his path to 
it 11 is laid with iron rails" on which "over unsounded 
gorges, through the rifled hearts of mountains, under 
torrents' beds, unerring 1 y I rush! " ( 14 7) . Ishmael's 
"Catskill eagle" is an image of organic nature whose 
flight is free and soaring. The eagle can dive down into 
the gorges Ahab's train passes over; it can blend with 
the light, become, as it were, one with it, while Ahab's 
mechanical monster violates the seat of natt1re. 
The opposition of organic treedom to mechanical 
predestination tells us much about what Ishmael has 
learned from Ahab: if truth, and a too-determined effort 
to find it, leads to destruction, then it follows that 
he who would learn about the unlearnable must, to avoid 
Ahab's fate, free himself from the self-destroying 
irrationality that comes from looking too long into the 
face of the fire. And so, where Ahab/Narcissus, 
tormented by the image he saw reflected from the blank 
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whiteness of the whale, plunges into the ocean and 
drowns, Ishmael quietly takes to the sea again for 
another look, then to the library to contextualize what 
he's learned, and finally to pen and paper to retell his 
story. He doesn't have Ahab's vengeful arrogance, and so 
his search for ultimate knowledge is cooler and more 
patient. His examinations of Leviathan may lead him to 
conclude, "I know him not, and never w i 11, " but 
conclusions such as these are merely phases that become 
part of the continuing search. The "phantom of life" has 
many dimensions, certainly more than a man can expect to 
comprehend in a single lifetime that was the kind of 
unity Ahab sought. Closure isn't a satisfaction Ishmael 
expects. 
What then becomes of Ishmael's early 
transcendentalism? What effect does his perception of 
the "horrible vulterism of earth" (262) or his 
observation that "there 1s no folly of the beasts of the 
earth which 1s not infinitely outdone by the madness of 
men" have upon his quasi-Emersonian idealism? Does he 
outgrow it completely, passing onto a new phase, say, of 
existential realism, courage in the face of despair, 
resignation to the limitations of earthly life? There 
are those, eminent critics among them. who hold that the 
novel in its entirety, and not just the characer of 
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Ahab, critiques (dismisses) transcendentalism. "The 
Mast-head" is inevitably the cornerstone for any 
argument seeking to establish Ishmael as a reformed 
transcendentalist. Vincent identifies the elements of 
mastheader Ishmael's transcendental thinking, and then 
goes on to echo the writer Ishmael's commentary that the 
"All" feeling is "deceptively seductive": "It is unable 
to account for the evil and repellant facts of life; 1n 
other words, the shark swimming in the sea [that is, the 
"uprising fin"] may not be explained away glibly, 
Melville says, as "the embodiment of those elusive 
thoughts that only people the soul' " (Vincent, 
151-152) . Matthiessen focusses on the same chapter and 
reflects that, as an experienced sailor, "Melville could 
make this instinctive critique of transcendentalism 
since he knew that these beautiful fins were part of 
cruel forms; and he also knew that no ideal philosophy 
could afford to neglect the facts of Bowditch [author of 
The Practical Navigator]" (406). 
I would argue that, firmly though Ishmael may 
criticize his one-time Idealism, it remains a part of 
his outlook. His description of transcendental rapture 
in "The Mast-head" is too loving, his apprehension of 
the world as form-signifying-meaning too deep, too 
fascinating for him to altogether leave it behind him. 
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By the time the Pequod sinks, his faith in the order of 
the universe has been undermined but not destroyed. The 
"ungraspable phantom of life" still lurks behind the 
pale of human reason; Ishmael's subsequent voyages and 
his present book are all part of an ongoing process of 
coming to terms with it. Ahab's way failed (at least in 
human terms), but Ishmael learned from the failure. The 
Ishmael who survives upon Queequeg's engraved coffin 1n 
the Epilogue may no longer be a transcendentalist in the 
Emersonian sense, but neither is he an out-and-out 
materialist, a solipsist or a nihilist. What then is he? 
What does he become? How exactly does his approach 
change to the cosmic questions he still hurls himself 
against? Most important, how docs he manage to stay 
independent of Ahab's all-consuminq mania? t'or Ishmael, 
a s I w i 1 1 show i n the next ch apt c r , the '.-;ca cc h t o r 
knowledge is not a path toward conquest, but the 
establishment of a peculiar relationship with the 
irrational. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Of Guardians and Mentors: Moby-Dick and Bulkington 
Caught up as he is in the fiery hunt of Ahab, 
willing to subordinate himself to the leadership of a 
mad captain, it seems small wonder that, capable as he 
is of being friendly with horrors, Ishmael should 
experience in a personal way what he calls "the demonism 
of the world." "Ahab's quenchless feud seemed mine," he 
says, and so he is able to add his voice to the 
collective cheers of the Pequod's crew when their 
captain initiates them into the hunt. Yet Ishmael has 
his own reasons for going along with the hunt which he 
explains in his wholly idiosyncratic fashion in "The 
Whiteness of the Whale." That chapter responds to the 
one immediately preceeding it, "Moby-Dick," forming a 
diptych, dominated by a white whale, whose subject is 
the world's demonism. In Chapter 41 Ishmael explains why 
the white whale so obsessed Ahab. Chapter 42 begins, 
"What the white whale was to Ahab, has been hinted; 
what, at times, he was to me, as yet remains unsaid" 
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(163). Like this transition, the chapter that follows 
focusses a subject whose pursuit draws the two men 
together at the same time that it subtly differentiates 
them. 
It is important not to overlook Ishmael's 
characteristic individuality. Ahab's quenchless feud 
elicits Ishmael's conclusion, "Though in many of its 
aspects this visible world seems formed in love, the 
i n v i s i b 1 e s p he res a re formed i n f r i g ht " ( l 6 9 ) , but th a t 
conclusion, coming from Ishmael and not Ah~b, 1s wholly 
personal, since it recalls Ishmael's experiences of the 
supernatural, 1n particular the dream episode of the 
bedside phantom. Yet, as I have shown, Ishmael's 
response to that event was a profoundly ambivalent one, 
particularly since, as an adult, he has adapted 
Queequeg, a walking horror, as his bosom friend. And 
here too, a small but significant qualifier opens up 
much in Ishmael's text: Chapter 42 tells us what "at 
times" the white whale meant to Ishmael. The phrase 
effectively robs what follows of the last ounce of 
resonant finality. Though Ishmael shares a great deal 
with Ahab, we know from this point on that he lacks the 
other's singleness of purpose, and so, perhaps, lacks 
too Ahab's vaunted nobility, his sense of high drama, of 
conflict against great odds for high stakes in his quest 
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for ultimate knowledge. Searchingly intense, chillingly 
real though Ishmael's exploration of the spheres formed 
in fright may be, there is another side to his story, a 
side that we will have to look elsewhere in the book to 
find. 
Ishmael's storming of the heavens 1s an altogether 
less theatrical and more literary affair than Ahab's. He 
survives his first confrontation with Moby-Dick, and so 
is able, with the wisdom of hindsight, to reflect upon 
it. Hence the duality in the Ishmaelean point of view: 
Ishmael "now" writes about an often very different 
Ishmael "then." His confrontations with Moby-Dick did 
not end when the Pequod sank beneath the Pacific. In his 
dual roles as character and narrator, Ishmael stands 
poised between two separate worlds: his temporal 
perspective allows him close identification with his 
younger self, as in the early chapters where he tells us 
a number of intimate things about himself, but it also 
allows him to distance himself from the narrative, as we 
can see 1n the important qualifier quoted above. The 
temporal stance is sometimes an uneasy one: on occasion 
it has led to critical uncertainty about Ishmael's role 
1n the novel. The "two-Ishmaels" theory was, remember, a 
fairly late development; one generation of critics had 
grown accustomed to seeing him simply as a mouthpiece 
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for Melville. 
Yet duality is the hallmark of any "sunken-eyed 
Platonist," and it is to Ishmael's credit that he faces 
up honestly to the ambiguities of an outlook that 
attempts to straddle both the physical and metaphysical 
realms. His real achievement lies in this sense of 
philosophical uneasiness he conveys, and in the 
unconventional point of view he employs to heighten this 
effect. He has not simply outgrown his past self at 
least, not in the ordinary sense -- but sees his younger-
self as part of the total range of his experience, still 
present in the writing of the tale. We can see why he 
was and probably still 1s powerft1lly drawn to Ahab, a 
man of formidable intellect who shares hi~~ dpprehens ion 
of the physical world as symbol. Yet as a survivor of 
the Pequod, Ishmael knows that Ahab's determination to 
breech the wall between symbol and meaning proved 
self-destructive. "Man" disappears as he approaches this 
limitation. The farther reaches of 
Platonic-transcendental idealism are thus impracticable, 
but even so, neither Ishmael past nor Ishmael present 
can live altogether in the physical world, the world of 
tar and whale blubber. In several senses, then, this 
narrator/character is poised uncomfortably between two 
worlds, and the resulting tension works into the 
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narrative style. Bezanson, one of the first critics to 
recognize Ishmael as the "enfolding sensibility" of the 
novel, notes that the purely expository passages "are 
rarely sustained, and serve chiefly as transitions 
between more complex levels of expression" (660). There 
is, he says, a "persistent tendency . . for facts, 
events, images, to become symbols" (662). 
What this means, of course, 1s that, 1n Ishmael's 
hands, the process of breeching the wall between object 
and meaning becomes linguisitic, an attempt to bring the 
word into the closest possible proximity to the thing. 
This gives Ishmael's text a tentative, experimental 
quality, even when his rhetoric soars to unexpected 
heights. Consider the famous "Catskill eagle" passage 
that ends "The Try-Works": that paragraph is a synthesi~~ 
of the two that come before it. The original thesis, 
expressed in the third-last paragraph, 1s that the face 
of the sun, not that of fire and darkness, is the true 
aspect of the world. The antithesis is expressed in the 
penultimate paragraph: "Nevertheless the sun hides not 
Virginia's dismal swamp." When the writer finally 
arrives at his resounding conclusion, he has already 
examined and rejected two mutually exclusive alternative 
readings of his experience. The whole thing 1s couched 
in pulpit-style sermon rhetoric which lends it a 
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deceptively enunciatory tone. The "truth" he finally 
arrives at is hard-won, the path to it fraught with 
deadly peril. And, as a rhetorical high-point of the 
novel, its impact 1s quickly undermined by a return to 
the mundane. Keep on reading, and immediately in the 
next chapter we descend into the forecastle for a 
matter-of-fact discussion, laced with one or two 
decorative similes, of lamp-oil. "Rhetoric," says 
Bezanson, "grows into symbol ism and symbol ism into 
structure; then all falls away and begins over again" 
(670). In other words, he who would assail the wall that 
separates man from the meaning of the symbolic code of 
the world faces the prospect of only limited and 
transitory success. Insight may result, but not victory. 
To say, then, that the pronouncements so 
magnificently articulated in Chapter 42 give us 
Ishmael's definitive response to life is tu misread both 
Ishmael's character and his text. One might indeed arquc 
that, given his "vague, nameless horror" of the white 
whale which "by its indefiniteness . . shadows forth 
the heartless voids and immensities of the universe, and 
thus stabs us from behind with the thought of 
annihilation" (169), the sensible and manly course of 
action would be to continue his hunt in Ahab's fashion, 
hell-bent upon destruction. He doesn't, though, and to 
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understand what stops him we need to remember the 
important qualifier with which he begins the chapter: at 
times he is overcome with horror at the demonism of the 
world, but at times he is also capable of enjoying the 
sweetness of life. "Leviathan amours" can still evoke 
the memory of the place "deep down and deep inland" 
where "I still bathe me in eternal mildness of joy." 
Deadly though he may be, Leviathan 1s also possessed of 
magical, life-enhancing properties. 
That whales have within their power the forces of 
the natural and supernatural worlds is nowhere more 
evident than in Ishmael's discussion of the "magical, 
sometimes horrible whale-line'' in Chapter 60. The source 
of the rope's horror is clear enough: a single kink 1n 
the coil "infallibly takes somebody's arm, leg, or 
entire body off" (239); but the magic is harder to 
comprehend. A close examination of the chapter reveals 
that the very danger, the very deadliness of the hunt 
has a revivifying effect upon the hunter. Ishmael 
conveys this sense of intense life lived very close to 
the sudden end of life through his language. The early 
expository paragraphs are careful, matter-of-fact 
treatments of the various aspects of the physical 
whale-line. They contain little or no figurative 
language, straight, one might say academic diction and 
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mostly common-place imagery. Suddenly in the eighth 
paragraph, which describes the humor of the men seated 
amidst the "ringed intricacies" of the coiled rope 
waiting to come to life with the dart of a harpoon, 
there are no less than four similes, two of which (the 
Indian jugglers and the six burghers of Calais) are 
developed at some length. The difference in language 
matches the change in the whale-line: like the rope, 
' 
Ishmael's writing comes to life when it is attached to a 
whale. 
As controller of the powers of life and death, the 
purely natural phenomenon oi the whale takes on 
mo re - th a n - n a tu r a l i mp l i ca t i on s . \~ha t ' s mo c C' , t h c vJ ha l c 
is capable of transmitting his power in a very personal 
way: Ishmael has shared in the crew's mirth while 
involved in the deadly hunt, but his sense of the 
revivifying properties of the whale c1s trc1nsmitted 
through the "magical" whale-line is entirely individual. 
The whale is dangerous, the whale is deadly; but the 
hunt itself is exhilerating, and there is that in the 
whale which communicates a sense of vitality, of 
affirmation, even 1n the face of the deadliest peril. 
Language becomes, 1n Ishmael's hands, a human way to 
approximate the whale's remarkable ability to harness 
some of the powers of the visible and invisible worlds, 
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but it can only ever be an approximation: man, after 
all, isn't blessed with the gift of double-sightedness. 
Whales are much better than men at living in two worlds. 
Thus they subtly undermine Ishmael's attempts at the 
kind of reductive formulations of the world that 
characterize Ahab. Appalled though he may be by the 
sharkishness of the sea and all that it represents in 
terms of "blackness of darkness," there are also other, 
benevolent forces at work that can exercise their 
influence upon man's lot. 
This latter is an aspect of Moby-Dick that, as far 
as I have seen, has received no critical attention at 
all. I would argue that, in spite of all the elaborate 
theories commentators have constructed to explain what 
Ishmael's survival means, he is saved deux ex machina by 
some unexpected supernatural force that has already come 
to his rescue a number of times, a force that is in some 
mysterious way connected to whales. On a sultry day when 
it is Ishmael's turn at the foremast-head, he and the 
other mast-head gazers nod off into lazy, afternoon 
doze, the kind of thing that, as Ishmael has already 
explained in "The Mast-head," 1s likely to bring the 
sleeper back to waking reality in horror. 
Suddenly bubbles seemed bursting beneath my 
closed eyes; like vices my hands grasped the 
shrouds; some invisible, gracious agency 
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preserved me; with a shock I came back to 
life. And lo! close under our lee, not forty 
fathoms off, a gigantic Sperm Whale lay 
rolling in the water like the capsized hull of 
a frigate, his broad, glossy back, of an 
Ethiopian hue, glistening in the sun's rays 
like a mirror (242 -- emphasis added). 
The same sort of thing occurs in the famous episode 
of the "Try-Works." 
But that night in particular, a strange (and 
ever since inexplicable) thing occurred to me. 
Starting from a brief standing sleep, I was 
horribly conscious of something fatally wrong. 
A stark, bewildered feeling, as of 
death, came over me. . My God! what is the 
matter with me? thought I. Lo! in my brief 
sleep I had turned myself about, and was 
fronting the ship's stern, with my back to her 
prow and the compass. In an instant I faced 
back, just in time to prevent the vessel from 
flying up into the wind, and very probably 
capsizing her. How glad and how grateful the 
relief from this unnatural hallucination of 
the night, and the fatal contingency of being 
brought by the lee! (354 -- emphassis added). 
The inexplicability of the event connects it with 
the similarly inexplicable hallucination of the bedside 
dream-phantom of Ishmael's childhood. Here, as there, 
the twin aspects of whatever supernatural agency that 
presides over the situation are again apparent: 
disorientation and horror are resolved into comforting 
relief and gratefulness. It might be argued that these 
are twin aspects of Ishmael's personality, and that 
here, as in the childhood incident, at some unconscious 
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level Ishmael knew what was happening, even as he slept. 
But this would not explain his sudden awakening at the 
mast-head when the sperm whale swam near, nor would such 
an explanation do for his final rescue after the Pequod 
has sunk: 
And now, liberated by reason of its cunning 
spring, and, owing to its great buoyancy, 
rising with great force, the coffin life-buoy 
shot lengthwise from the sea, fell over, and 
floated by my side. Buoyed up by that coffin, 
for almost one whole day and night, I floated 
on a soft and dirge-like main. The unharming 
sharks, they glided by as if with padlocks on 
their mouths; the savage sea-hawks sailed with 
sheathed beaks (470 -- emphasis added). 
Baird argues that it is "the wisdom of [Queequeg's] 
Polynesian ethos," his "immortal health" and 
indifference toward death that "protect and sustain" 
Ishmael. "Now in his loneliest hour Ishmael is redeemed 
again with the peace of that same Queequeg, always 
serene in a furious world, through this symbol of a 
drifting canoe" (246-247). On~ can only read Baird to 
mean that Queequeg, or some disembodied but still 
influential spirit of Queequeg, still lives, perhaps 1n 
the intricate carvings the savage had etched upon the 
coffins, and that this spirit is capable of charming 
away the predatory sharks and birds. This is of course 
more than Ishmael says, but not more than he implies. 
What Baird misses, though, is the fact that some kind of 
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benevolent agency appears sporatically throughout the 
novel. This time there can be no doubting the fact that, 
whether it is Queequeg's spirit that protects Ishmael or 
not, the benevolent agency exists outside of Ishmael. 
What is more, this external agency 1s often associated, 
not with Queequeg, but with whales. 
The whale as extraordinary power of nature is 
Ishmael's primary concern, one major reason he embarks 
upon a whaling voyage. That this power can sometimes 
reach a near-metaphysical pitch is the underlying 
assumption of Ishmael's Platonic-transcendentalist 
outlook, but as I've shown, the question of metaphysical 
"meaning" becomes hopelessly entangled in the 
intricacies of the subjective self and its relationship 
to the all-too-real objective world. There seems to be 
no way for a man to break through the barrier that 
separates the two realms. Language may be one way to 
approach it, but even this method yields uncertain and 
transitory results. At the same time, limited though 
man's abilities to see beyond the merely physical are, 
we can see from the examples quoted above that 
sometimes, unexpectedly, a power from "beyond" breaks 
back through in an opposite direction, lending Ishmael 
some much-needed help. In the first example, the 
proximity of the whale to the Pequod and the operation 
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of the "invisible, gracious agency" suggests a 
relationship, and I think that it is not too much to 
also associate Ishmael's similar rescue in "The 
Try-Works" with the influence of a whale, albeit a dead 
one. The smoke from the boiling blubber brings on the 
nightmarish hallucination, but even in death the beast 
is also capable of exercising the kind of benign 
influence that started Ishmael from his mast-head doze. 
Ishmael even uses the King James locution "Lo!" in both 
cases to announce his miraculous recovery. Ishmael's 
final rescue from the fate of the Pequod is ag~in 
instituted in the proximity of a whale, this time 
Moby-Dick. The demonic Leviathan has just destroyed his 
pursuers' vessel, but again the double-edged power of 
the whale works its influence in his wake as Queequeg's 
coffin comes floating up beside Ishmael, and sharks and 
birds "glide by as if with padlocks on their mouths." 
Overcome though he sometimes i~~ by the "knowledge 
of the demonism of the world," especially when he is 
under Ahab's influence, Ishmael knows that there are 
also powers that can at least temporarily cancel such 
demonism. The same creature that Ahab sees as an 
"unreasoning mask" for an "outrageous strength, with an 
inscrutable malice sinewing it" (144) is also capable of 
preserving one man from the general melee. Outrageous 
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strength. does undoubtedly operate through the 
unreasoning mask of the whale, but not always 
maliciously. Why does this agency choose Ishmael as its 
beneficiary? Ishmael doesn't know; the force remains 
inscrutable. But far from wanting to hunt and destroy 
Moby-Dick, Ishmael chooses the alternative course of 
making the study of whales in general his life's work. 
In this he is markedly different from Ahab, as he must 
be, given the differences in his experiences and 
temperament. And he also has a mentor who points a 
different way in solving the enigma of the "ungraspable 
phantom of life": Bulkington. 
Just what role Melville originally intended 
Bulkington to play in the novel can only be a matter of 
conjecture. James E. Miller, Jr. speculates that, though 
the character is sketched briefly but unforgetably 1n 
Chapters 3 and 23, and though he possesses "an 
equanimity in confronting the universe as it exists that 
Ahab cannot achieve," he threatens to transform Ahab's 
conflict with Moby-Dick into a more conventional mutiny 
story. "Bulkington must be buried in his 'six-inch 
chapter,' for he is the one character who could have, 
properly developed, persuaded the monomaniac captain 
from his mad pursuit" (108). Lawrance Thompson too sees 
Bulkington in opposition to Ahab: "The fundamental 
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conceptual antithesis, throughout Moby-Dick may be 
represented by the clash between the concept of freedom 
and the concept of tyrannous and brutal enslavement" 
(170). Bulkington is the man whose pursuit of truth 
would operate free of the restraints of authority and 
dogmatic assertiveness typical of Ahab. Sedgwick, 
observing that antagonism and worship are "intimately 
identified with each other in the soul" as "the oldest 
postures in front of the unknown," (102) points out that 
Bulkington's is the way of faith, while Ahab's is the 
way of exercised power and ultimately of destruction. 
Not all of Bulkington's commentators have seen him 
1n opposition to Ahab. Robert L. Peters sees him as a 
preparatory foreshadowing of the mysterious captain 
whose entrance is so long delayed. "Both are brooding, 
isolated thinkers; both have a certain, though 
different, power over other human beings." In Chapter 
23, "Melville praises those Bulkingtons and Ahabs who 
with a consuming, Thoreau-like mental self-reliance, 
unhampered by any religious-ethical dogmas, strive to 
chart and pursue 'mortally intolerable truth' " (268). 
And S.A. Cowan agrees in principle with Peters' 
comparison and argues that, in terms of their 
self-reliance and their "Transcendentalist's dedication 
to the solitary search for truth" (551), Ahab and 
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Bulkington are two sides of the transcendentalist coin. 
While the one is indeed an example of "bad" 
transcendentalism (Emerson, Cowan points out, held that 
man should be one with nature.), and the other an 
example of "virtuous" transcendentalism, the two are cut 
from the same mold: each is consumed with a desire for 
ultimate knowledge. 
In this matter of truth and the search for ultimate 
knowledge, the similarities of Ishmael and Ahab have 
already been demonstrated, but it seems equally clear 
that in this connection the novel's narrator has mere 1n 
common with Bulkington than he does with his captain. 
The first thing that impresses Ishmael about the 
helmsman is his aloofness: "Though he seemed desirous 
not to spoil the hilarity of his shipmates by his own 
sober face, yet upon the whole he refrained from making 
as much noise as the rest. This man," writes Ishmael, 
"interested me at once." The attraction is more than the 
' 
mutual sympathy of one social misfit for another: 
Bulkington has a look of fundamental seriousness about 
him which suggests a certain depth of character in his 
quiet withdrawal from riotous company. "In the deep 
shadows of his eyes floated some reminiscences that did 
not seem to give him much joy" (23). Ishmael's 
perception is acute. Bulkington turns out to be the very 
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epitome of the "deep, earnest thinker" that Ishmael 
himself is to become: the restless, landless wanderer 
who forever searches after the "mortally intolerable 
truth; that all deep, earnest thinking is but the 
intrepid effort of the soul ~o keep the open 
independence of her sea" (97). 
Ishmael's intellectual restlessness does indeed 
cause him to push off to sea repeatedly, 1n both the 
literal and figurative senses. We know from the stories 
he tells of his subsequent voyages that his search for 
knowledge of whales and whaling lore docs not end with 
the destruction of the Pequod, and it seems equally 
obvious, given his characteristic edginess and 
dissatisfaction with both materialism and idealism 1n 
their pure forms, that he ventures into the "open 
independence'' of his own soul's sea. If it is less 
a pp a rent th a t he ha s ta ken o v e r Bu 1 k i n q t on ' ~; r- o l e , t h i '.::~ 
is because he deliberately obfuscates some ot his 
meanings in the Bulkington passages. In ·chapter J, for 
instance, he mentions that "the sea-gods has ordained 
that he should soon become my shipmate (though but a 
sleeping partner one, so far as this narrative 1s 
concerned)" (23). What Ishmael means by "sleeping 
partner" remains unclear. Hayford and Parker, as well as 
Brodtkorb (163, n.15) are quick to reject the homosexual 
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implication (Why? It seems to me Ishmael intends to be 
ambiguous.) in favor of the term's more conventional 
business sense: "a partner who takes no visible part in 
the business" (Melville, 23, n. 3). In other words, 
Bulkington continues to play a role in the narrative, 
even though he disappears from it after Chapter 23. Or 
is it that he has some part in the writing of the 
narrative, even though he is dead? Neither reading helps 
much. 
Bulkington's manner of death has similarly been the 
source of some confusion. Again, Ishmael is unclear: 
"Let me only say that it fared with him as 
with the storm-tossed ship, that miserably 
drives along the leeward land. The port would 
fain give succor .... But in that gale, the 
port, the land, is that ship's direst 
jeopardy; she must fly all hospitality; one 
touch of the land,, though it but graze the 
keel, would make her shudder through and 
through. With all her might she crowds all 
sail off shore; in so doing, fights 'gainst 
the very winds that would fain blow her 
homeward; seeks all the lashed sea's 
landlessness again; for refuge's sake 
forlornly rushing into peril; her only friend 
her bitterest foe! (97). 
So what happened to Bulkington? Did he go down with the 
Pequod? Did he succumb to the influence of Ahab and thus 
shipwreck himself on a rigid, "landed" view of the world 
that proved his destruction? Did he catch a cold and die 
of pneumonia? No concrete interpretation 1s possible. 
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Only Miller and Brodtkorb have even broached the 
question of Bulington's death: the former speculates 
that he had to die, because he otherwise would have 
given Ahab some dramatically counterproductive 
competition; the latter merely suggests that he died 
early in the voyage (126). The point remains an open 
question, incapable of a clear answer based solidly on 
textual evidence. Ishmael seems determined to 
de-materialize his erstwhile shipmate. The similarly 
vague and unspecified deification that ends "The Lee 
Shore" confirms this: "Take heart, take heart, O 
Bulkington! Bear thee grimly, demi-god! Up from the 
spray of thy ocean-perishing -- straight up, leaps thy 
apotheosis!" (98). 
Of all the commentators who have dealt with 
Bulkington (they still remain few in number), I think 
Brodtkorb is the only one to see past the obfuscations 
of Ishmael's language, but in doing so he creates some 
obfuscations of his own. 
The motivation attributed to (Bulkington) 1s a 
kind of eternal drive toward knowing the 
truth. . Because his motivation here 
resembles that of both Ishmael and Ahab, 
comprehending the latter's will to absolute, 
ultimate knowledge as well as the farmer's 
compulsive mental integrity that must admit 
all contradictory speculation; and because 
this motivation is what Bulkington is; 
Bulkington's literary existence is a kind of 
animating directive principle of the voyage 
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I read Brodtkorb to mean that Bulkington's role as 
sleeping partner consists primarily in his literary 
value that is, his status as symbol of the quester 
after truth. Read this way, the chapter becomes somewhat 
clearer, because his existence (and demise) as 
flesh-and-blood human being are secondary to the 
importance he assumes in Ishmael's consciousness. In 
this way Bulkington assumes a function similar to that 
of the whale: his existence as a purely literary 
phenomenon reveals a distinctive way of viewing and 
knowing the world. Hence the puzzling apotheosis: the 
chapter itself, as Brodtkorb points out 
(127), becomes his apotheosis, not merely his "stoneles~~ 
grave.'' Bulkington lives again as a ''quidinq principle'' 
that points beyond itself. 
I agree with Brodtkorb, though I think "guiding 
principle" diminishes somewhat the centrality of 
Bulkington's importance to Ishmael. Clearly Ishmael 
responds to the man himself, not just some abstract 
notion the man represented. I prefer "mentor" I because 
it emphasizes Bulkington's influence as educator. If 
Ishmael is drawn toward but rejects Ahab's desperate 
conclusions concerning the symbolic nature of the world, 
or at least rejects the narrowness with which Ahab 
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focuses on them, he must, as I have shown, have 
alternatives to consider. If Ahab dominates Ishmael, at 
least for a time, then the sense of psychological 
independence Ishmael gradually gains may owe something 
to the influence of a personality whose comprehension of 
the multiplicity of the world is greater than the 
captain's. 
What Bulkington has to teach Ishmael concerning the 
irrational 1s a r·elationship directly antithetical to 
that practiced by Ahab. Bulkington's dedication to the 
pursuit of truth is carried on 1n a spirit of devotion 
rather than defiance. My point here 1s somewhat similar 
to what Sedgwick says concerning the relation of worship 
to antaqonism, but I differ from that commentator in hi~~ 
conclusion that 13ulkington's path was the path of 1e1ith. 
In view of the perils of seafaring life and of Ishmael's 
observation that ''in landlessness alone resides the 
highest truth, shoreless, indefinite as God" (C)'J), 
Bu 1 k i n gt on ' s re s t 1 e s s de d i ca t i on t o t rut h ~-:; e cm s a 1 i t t 1 e 
crazy. Like Ahab and like Queequeg, Bulkinqton too has 
his consuming passion, his odd quirk, his inexplicable 
motive. He is not a raving maniac, but neither is he a 
comfortable, pipe-smoking burgher with a settled view of 
the world. His life seemed an enactment of the 
metaphysical unease that Ishmael elsewhere conveys 
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through his prose. Indeed, the appellation "demigod" 
that Ishmael applies to his apotheosis is revealing: not 
merely man, not quite god, Bulkington 1s, like Ishmael, 
situated between two worlds. 
"Heaven have mercy on us all -- Presbyterians and Pagans 
alike -- "declares Ishmael during Queequeg's peculiar 
Ramadan, "for we are all somehow dreadfully cracked 
about the head, and sadly need mending" (78). A slight 
insanity seems our common lot in an irrational universe. 
But "cracked about the head" is also a good colloquial 
description of Ishmael/Bulkington's metaphysical plight. 
The landed world is an illusion of solidity on a globe 
covered primarily with water. Venture out, dare to wed 
water with meditation by gazing into the depths, and the 
first thing you'll encounter is yourself. That was the 
temptation Narcissus faced, and I think the one Ishmael 
has overcome. Ishmael is aware of the dangec of reducing 
the world to a reflection of the self, and so he is left 
with the suspicion that has haunted him since childhood, 
that much remains unspoken, much remains unknown and 
unknowable. Given his curiosity and the peculiar quirk 
of temperament that necessitates his periodic withdrawal 
from the rest of humankind, a life of whale-hunting that 
is really much more than a hunt for mere blubber and oil 
seems oddly, crazily, crack-headedly appropriate. He has 
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indeed sailed for many years under their protection. 
Bulkington was indeed the odd man out, the solitary 
searcher of the landless sea, yet as Ishmael observed in 
the Spouter Inn, the grim-faced helmsman was missed by 
his shipmates when he slipped away from the party. He 
was, Ishmael concludes, "a great favorite with them" 
(24). I venture the opinion that Ishmael is equally 
engaging, good company for many a metaphysical ramble. 
Like Queequeg's coffin, Ishmael's novel is a gift from 
the depths to help keep us all afloat. In his 
crack-brained way he has taken up Bulkington's solitary 
task, but he has taken care 1n his act of written 
communication to include us all 1n the voyage. Perhaps 
he has learned just how sadly we all need mending. 
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